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APEC MOVES A STEP FORWARD W TH MAPA

By: Yong Soo Heong

MANI LA, Nov 26 (Bernanm) -- Everyone who mattered at the Apec Econonic
Leaders Meeting cane away feeling that they have noved the Apec process
forward.

And that was exactly what the Philippines, as chairman of this year's
meeting, wanted to see -- a crowning success -- in the wake of anbitious
pl ans to be another "Asian tiger."

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad hail ed the Manila Summ t
as a success in that the | eaders had no problens in fornulating the Manila
Action Plan for Apec (Mapa) that was acceptable to everyone.

"At least, we did not come away fromthe summt feeling disappointed or
angry with each other," he said.

Mal aysi a scored at the Manila Summit by naking known its stand on the
US initiated Informati on Technol ogy Agreenent (1 TA) which Dr Mahathir
i nsi sted nmust be flexible when inpl enent ed.

Anot her area in which Ml aysia nmade a significant contribution to Apec
was its proposal that the timefrane for accepting new nenbers be reduced

I f what Ml aysia proposed was inpl enmented, the 1998 Kual a Lunpur Apec
Sunmit woul d see the inclusion of new nenbers in Apec which now has 18
nmenber s.

Dr Mahathir said he was in favour of bringing nore countries into Apec
because if people were kept out, they m ght not understand the objectives
and vi sions of the grouping.

In all, consensus was reached on a broad front in Mapa which
i ncorporated six core areas pertaining to boosting open trade in the
region, reducing tariff and non-tariff barriers, enhanci ng narket access to
service-rel ated sectors, providing an open investnent environnment, reducing
the cost of doi ng business, building an open and efficient infrastructure
sector and strengtheni ng econom ¢ and techni cal cooperation.

Interestingly, the issue that conmanded attention was the | TA which
calls for tariffs to be cut to zero on all IT products by the year 2000.
Voi ci ng strong objection, Ml aysia said not all countries would be able to
open up their markets as their indigenous industries needed some breathing
space.

When Mapa was rel eased, there were concerns that Ml aysia had
conmproni sed on the issue follow ng the inclusion of a paragraph on the I TA

It said that in view of the inportance of information technology in the
21st century, the Apec |leaders called for the formulation of the I TA by the
Worl d Trade Organisation neeting which would lead to "substantially
elimnating tariffs" by the year 2000 but recognising the need for
flexibility as negotiations anmong the various countries' trade negotiators
i n Geneva proceeded.

The cl ause on "substantially elimnating tariffs" did not state an
absol ute anobunt and this reflected the flexibility requirenent.

Dr Mahat hir expl ai ned that Ml aysia was satisfied with the revised
versi on of Mapa as the wording of the declaration provided for the
flexibility where, if Ml aysia was not ready to open up its market, it
woul d not submit to | TA

He said Mal aysia could accept the 2000 deadline but "we feel there nust
be flexibility and that has been written in the statenent."

He credited International Trade and | ndustry M nister Datuk Ser
Raf i dah Aziz for being instrunental in revising the wording of the



particul ar paragraph on the | TA after she indicated that Ml aysia could
live with the declaration

The Mal aysi an position is that if the US wanted to reduce its tariffs
to zero, it was that country's business.

Dr Mahathir said Mal aysia could support the ITAto the extent it did
not hurt Mal aysi a.

"Let us recogni se that sone people are | ess strong than other people,"
he said, adding that the issue should not be dism ssed as political
argument s.

Rafidah, in reaffirmng Malaysia's stand, said one had to be realistic
and pragnati ¢ when negotiating the agreement as sone countries could not
even take the first step towards a nore |iberalised market reginmne.

For Mal aysi a, she added, about 60 percent of her tel ecommunications
products were already duty free. "W have already noved. (But) it is a
question of principles," she said.

For Malaysia, it could also invoke a specific provision under the
Uruguay Round of trade negotiations for differential treatnent for
devel opnent countri es.

But detractors of Malaysia's strong and principled stand were quick to
| abel Mal aysia the "United Ki ngdom of Apec" in reference to the UK's
opposition to the European Mnetary Union (EMJ)

The nostly pro-US | obby, particularly prevalent in Manila, had
forgotten that even the OGsaka Action Agenda had called for flexibility in
t he Apec work progranmes.

Phil i ppine foreign affairs under-secretary Frederico Macaranas said the
uni queness of Apec was able to ensure that its projects were able to nove
forward on sonme ki nd of consensus.

Edunet, a distance-learning education project between the US, Chile,
Sout h Korea and the Philippines, was a fine exanple. The smartcard visa for
use between South Korea, Australia and the Philippi nes was anot her.

Sayi ng that Apec nust make adjustnents for individual differences, he
added: "In many areas, not everyone is participating in certain
arrangenents and cooperation. There are different tinmeframes for different
econom es in various work progranmes.

"It is the end point that we are interested in and not the first step.
Apec wants to see everyone at the end point."

After all the hype on negotiations, discussions and decl arati ons and,
notw t hstandi ng the tight security, protests and bonb threats during the
summi t, what does Apec really mean to ordinary peopl e?

This was best summed up by Philippi ne president Fidel Ranbs who said
the true inportance of Apec lay in its unparalleled potential to stinulate
new economi ¢ opportunities throughout the region.

"At the nost basic level, the Apec vision is about inproving people's
lives," he added. And that significant process has started. -- BERNAMA
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