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Bone of contention

Charl es Raj

FOR AN economi ¢ groupi ng as diverse as the Asia-Pacific Econom c
Cooperation (Apec), it is small wonder that an equally di verse nunber of
views are aired.

However, that did not stop the econonmic | eaders of the 18 countries to
agree on at |east one contentious issue - that there nust be sonme form of
curbs on currency mani pul ators and the havoc they weck on Asian
econom es. The nmuch publicised financial troubles in Japan and South Korea
on the eve of the Apec neeting must, to a certain extent, have influenced
them Neverthel ess, the | eaders agreed that they would first wait for the
I nternational Monetary Fund (IMF) to come up with its study on the
currency i ssue before any concrete steps are taken

That a decision was made calling for investigations into currency
speculation is initself a victory for Malaysia and other sinlarly
affected countries. But it was not all that straightforward. The United
States was | ess than enthusiastic about regulating currency trading. It
took a concerted effort by the Asian nmenbers of Apec, led by Prine

M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad, to push through their stand. Wat
surprised many observers perhaps was that nearly every Asian | eader spoke
up in favour of an M- role to curb destructive currency trading.

The currency trading i ssue somewhat eclipsed the other trade rel ated

i ssues that were supposed to have been the highlight of the Vancouver
meeting. Apec was to have pushed for free trade by the year 2010 or 2020,
dependi ng on how devel oped an econony is. But with many of the Asian
econom es facing a crunch, trade |iberalisation took backstage.

Apec neetings are always closely watched by the rest of the world - and
wi th good reason too. The 18 nenber countries had a conbi ned gross
domestic product of over US$ 13 trillion in 1995 and accounted for 55 per
cent of world income and 46 per cent of global trade. Wth the entry of
Russi a, Vietnamand Peru next year, the new 21-nmenber club will be a
form dabl e econom c entity to be reckoned with. It would have been even
nmore form dabl e had I ndia, which has had an application pendi ng since
1991, been adnitted.

The trade agenda di d cause sonme friction between the US, Canada and
Japan. Canada tried to push through a proposal to slash tariffs for fish
and forest, nmuch to the chagrin of Japan. Says an industry source, "~The US
was al so irked that Canada and Chile had negotiated a bilateral trade
agreement outside of the North Arerican Free Trade Agreement (Nafta).'
(The US, Canada and Mexi co are nenbers of Nafta).

Not everyone i s unhappy though. Hong Kong, a najor toy manufacturer,

says it was quite satisfied with the progress nade with the early
voluntary sector liberalisation. Toys were included in the agreenent by

|l eaders to liberalise trade in 15 sectors with a fast track approach for
ni ne.

In any case, US president Bill Cinton would not have been able to do
much at the Apec sunmmit as far as trade |iberalisation was concerned.
Reason: the Republican controll ed Congress refused to give the Denbcratic
Clinton fast track negotiating powers. So it was rather comical that the
| eader of the world's nost powerful nation was reduced to a "|anme duck' in
Vancouver. Says an economi st, "For all the US hype about trade

i beralisation, Congress' slap to Cinton cane as a surprise. Perhaps deep
down in their hearts, US politicians actually want to close up their



borders and restrict cheaper inports.'
Even as her boss had been belittled by Congress, US Secretary of State
Madel ei ne Al bright managed to put up a brave front when addressing the
Apec CEO Summit and skipped the issue of fast-track negotiation. She opted
to urge Asian countries to reformtheir banking systems in trying to
overcone their econonic problens. She al so acknow edged that Pacific Rm
countries had been successful thus far in their economc growh policies
and advised them "not to retreat fromthe concepts that have been the
foundati on of past econonmic growh'.
Canada too had its enmbarrassing nonents. Its push for trade
i beralisation suffered a setback in a small but significant incident in
Quebec during the Apec neeting. This further tarnished the i mage of free
trade so wi dely propagated by the West. In that incident, |ocal
authorities swiftly renpved several cartons of margarine froma
super mar ket shel f. Reason: the margarine colour was too simlar to that of
butter and coul d therefore confuse consuners into thinking the margarine
was butter. Apparently, there are still trade protectionist |aws in Canada
to protect the butter manufacturers frominports. The incident sonmewhat
dented the host nation's image at a tinme when it was pushing for freer
trade within Apec
The CEO sunmit proved to be a good forumwhere top businessnmen fromthe
Apec economi es brainstornmed on how to address the econom c problens in
Asi an econom es. Anong the Ml aysi an busi nessnmen who partici pated were
Mal aysia Airlines chairnman Tan Sri Tajudin Ram i, Asian Strategy and
Leadership Institute president Mrzan Mahathir, Sinme Darby chief executive
officer Tan Sri N k Mohanmed Yaacob and Berjaya Group executive director
Dat uk Van Adli Wan | brahi m
The nore than 200 chi ef executive officers discussed not only the
currency crisis in Asia but also other issues such as trade
|'i beralisation, sustainable devel opment, technol ogy transfer, intellectua
property rights and infrastructure requirenents. Al though the CEO sunmit's
objective is not to give advice to governments, it neverthel ess gives an
i ndication as to what sone of the issues will be at the | eaders summit.
Being mainly top influential businessnen, their views are taken seriously.
Said Mrzan, It is inportant for us in the private sector to express our
views and state our case on various issues. W should not depend on the
governnent to intercede on our behalf all the tine.'
As in previous years, the People's Summit - a | oosely connected but
vocal alternative Apec gathering - urged Apec nations to make the welfare
of people their priority. The sunmmt discussed the currency crisis in
Asia, forestry trade and human ri ghts abuses. China and | ndonesia were
especially singled out but strangely, human rights abuses in the US
Australia and Canada were not highlighted.
Al t hough Asi an del egates at the summit were vocal in calling for an
outright ban on currency trading, the final statenment nerely called for
“regulation' in the currency narkets. Said one del egate from Mal aysia, ~W
are di sappointed with that. If something is destructive, it should be
banned. There are no two ways about it. Trying to regulate an evil thing
will only provide | oopholes to opportunists.'
To make their views known, the People's Summit nanaged to nobilise nore
than 10, 000 protestors through the streets of Vancouver on the eve of the
Apec | eaders summit. Incidentally, the Canadi an governnent contri buted
C$350, 000 ( RVMP0O, 000) to the People's Sumit. El sewhere, overzeal ous
students clashed with police when they tried to break a security barrier
Such events certainly gives food for thought for Ml aysia which will be
hosting the sixth Apec | eaders neeting in Novenber 1998.
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