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Apec cohesiveness in the face of Asia's troubles

Zai non Ahnmad

THERE i s no doubt that the financial and econom c problens of Asia-Pacific
rimcountries has topped the agenda of the annual neeting of |eaders of
the Asi a-Pacific Econom c Co-operation forumwho began arriving in
Canada' s west coast city of Vancouver yesterday.

To Asian nenbers, it is as should be. But others are worried that
di scussi ons on Sout heast and East Asia problens will reduce the trade
|'i beralisation agenda of Apec to a side-show.

The fits of neteorol ogical tenper the city experience at this tine of
the year reflect the nood of the | eaders of the 18 econonies as they began
bilateral consultations, prior to their summit on Tuesday.

The fifth nmeeting, referred to as the annual |eaders neeting in Apec's
nonencl ature, cones about four nonths after Thailand' s currency problem
triggered major woes in the currency markets of other Apec nmenbers - from
| ndonesi a to Sout h Korea

Last week, the ringgit went down to an historic | ow having al ready shed
30 per cent of its value in the previous two nonths. That sane day, the
Sout h Korean won dropped 10 per cent after having already fallen nore than
10 per cent.

Since July, the Thai baht and the | ndonesian rupi ah have fallen 40 per
cent, the Philippine peso is down 30 per cent and the Singaporean and
Tai wanese dol |l ars | ost over 10 per cent.

Stock markets in the regi on have been badly bruised, triggering
financial market turnoil in New York, London, Toronto and el sewhere.

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhanmad arrived yesterday with a
m ssi on backed by other foruns to call for a regulation of the currency
mar kets, the wild fluctuations of which had been bl amed for sone countries
coming to economic grief recently.

He had spoken out against the largely unfettered forei gn exchange
mar kets at the Conmonweal th Heads of Governnent Meeting in Edi nburgh | ast
month and al so at the recent Goup of 15 summit.

The Conmonweal th countries agreed with his call that foreign exchange
mar ket s shoul d be subject to greater controls; the GL5 went further by
calling on the International Mnetary Fund and the Wrld Bank to "study
recent developnents in currency markets with a viewto appropriately
regul ating themin order to make them nore open and transparent”.

Gl5 nonetary authorities nmeet in Kuala Lumpur this week. Their
conference will coincide with another neeting on the sanme subject
i nvol ving Asi a-Pacific finance mnisters and | M- managi ng director M che
Candessus.

Dr Mahathir will not be a | one voice in Vancouver. Philippine President
Fi del Ranbs and others are al so expected to raise this issue.

O her Apec nenbers seenmed "quite unhappy that the troubles of the Asian
Apec nenbers have el bowed their way into the Vancouver sumit"”. They are
concerned that Asian financial problens could jeopardi se Apec.

It could slow down the forums free trade agenda which was visualised in
Seattle, agreed to in Bogor, with progressive action plans fine-tuned and
polished in Csaka and Manil a.

To be successful, the Vancouver summit nust progress beyond the steps
taken at Osaka and Manil a.

A nunber of officials are certain that the Apec agenda may be stalled
tenmporarily as a result of the problens in Asia.



They say that exports fromcountries where currenci es have dropped in
value will cost nmuch less in countries whose currencies are strong - and
imports into the weak-currency countries will cost nmuch nore.

"This time around and unlike in past sumrits, especially in Bogor,
resistence to free trade may conme fromstrong currency nenbers,” said an
of ficial

They pointed out that forenpst anbng these is the United States of
America. Follow ng the Mexi can peso crash in late 1994, a nunber of
protectioni st voi ces have been heard in the Congress. And many nore have
been wavi ng the protectioni st banner follow ng the troubles affecting
Asi a.

President Bill dinton has been unable to negotiate free trade with
Chile and al nost a fortnight ago, Congress rejected his request for fast-
track authority to negotiate other free-trade deals.

There is fear that the prospect of cheaper Asian inports could well
pronpt the US Congress to stonewall Apdc's free trade agenda. dinton in
his schedul ed nmeeting with Asean | eaders will have to give sone form of
assurance that in the "eyes of the United States, Southeast Asia is
i mportant as a nmj or econonic partner".

Apec, set up in 1989, conprises Australia, Brunei, Canada, Chile, China,
Hong Kong, |ndonesia, Japan, South Korea, Ml aysia, Mxico, New Zeal and,
Papua New Gui nea, the Philippines, Singapore, Taiwan, Thailand and the
United States.

Mal aysi a and | ndonesia are al so nenbers of the G15 - the club of |eading
devel opi ng countries, which is now 16 followi ng Kenya's admi ssion. Ohers
are Algeria, Argentine, Brazil, Chile, Egypt, India, Jamaica, Mexico,

Ni geria, Peru, Senegal, Venezuel a and Zi nbabwe.

As host of the Vancouver summit, Canada has chaired the key comittee,
whi ch or gani ses the on-goi ng di scussi on and negoti ati ons to keep Apec's
|'i beralisation agenda alive.

It was confident that despite the financial problens of Asian nenbers,
the 18 Apec econom es would forge ahead with tariff cuts to achieve free
trade and investnent in the region, said its Hi gh Comr ssioner to
Mal aysia, Andre S. Simard, |ast week.

They are expected to announce new comittnents which shoul d include
fresh tariff reductions under "individual action plans” (lIAPs) and pl edge
to participate in a new accel erated |iberalisation progranmme involving
speci fic product sectors. |APs are the keys to the inplenentation of
Apec's free-trade blueprint, adopted in Manila | ast year, which required
menbers to begin dismantling tariffs fromJan 1, this year, to achieve
free trade and i nvestnment by 2020. Devel oped econom es such as the United
States and Japan shoul d achi eve the target by 2010.

Host officials said the nenber econom es had inmproved their | APs and
were al ready inpl enenting their undertakings. A docunent explaining fresh
tariff and non-tariff liberalisation offers will be circul at ed.

The 1APs will remain the primary vehicle for trade liberalisation even
t hough the forumwi |l open up a new channel for freeing trade called
"early sectoral voluntary liberalisation" progranme.

Under the progranme, specific sectors will be identified for accel erated
liberalisation, including not only tariffs and non-tariff barriers but
also facilitation of nmechani snms to neet business requirements as well as
i nfrastructure and human resour ces needs.

Apec's proposal for early sectoral l|iberalisation stemred fromthe
group's success last year in cobbling together a pact to scrap tariffs on
i nformati on technol ogy products. It sets the pace for a Wrld Trade
Organi sation agreenent to elimnate tariffs on nost | T products by 2000

It is al so expected that there will be much exchange of views on the WO



financi al services negotiations nowon in Geneva, and the desirability of
pursui ng broad-based trade liberalisation in the WO as the world noves
into the new nm |l ennium
"There will be al so be discussion on devel opment co-operation follow ng
criticisns last year that it was al nost forgotten due to preoccupation
with trade liberalisation,"” said an official.
( END)
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