01/ 12/ 1997
More rounds of neetings to discuss region's currency problens

Rashi d Yusof; Badrul H sham Mahzan; Chok Suat Ling
THE flurry of neetings induced by the region's currency problens continues
i n Kual a Lunpur today.

The two-day neeting of Asean Finance Mnisters and Asean plus 6, cones
11 days after the neeting of Asian Finance and Central Bank Deputies in
Mani | a whi ch ended i n an unexpect ed manner.

In Manila, instead of drawing out details for the proposed Asian Fund as
it had nmeant to do, the deputies pushed what sonme saw as a wat er ed- down
"co-operative financing arrangenent".

Being part of a broad framework to bring financial stability, the
arrangenent woul d be nobilised only during crises and as a second-|ine
financing to International Mnetary Fund | oans.

Wiile it is not conpletely clear whether the Kuala Lunpur neetings are a
followup to Manila - the Manila framework will be deliberated further in
Japan early next year - officials have wondered whether there would be
“adjustnments' to some of the earlier decisions being nmade in Kuala Lunpur

At the outset of the Kuala Lunpur neetings yesterday, Deputy Prine
M ni ster and Fi nance M nister Datuk Seri Anwar |brahim said the proposed
Asi an Fund warranted “very serious consideration' by the Finance
M ni sters.

Wi | e sone del egates - Hong Kong Fi nanci al Secretary Donal d Tsang,

i ncluded - expected the framework to be " brought forward' here, Anwar said
the fund was one of the other topics that needed to be deliberated here.

Anot her is the reciprocal currency swap nmechani sminvol vi ng Asean
Central Banks, neant for menbers with tenporary liquidity problens. It was
i ntroduced in Kual a Lumpur 20 years ago, and Anwar said the anmount dealt
with by this nechani smcoul d now be enhanced.

Oficially, the Kuala Lunmpur neetings woul d di scuss the current economic
situation faced by nmenmber countries and exchange views on the causes and
extent of the problemand policy responses to restore stability.

In particular it will discuss three key issues - the inportance of
enhanci ng transparency in currency trading; the need for devel opi ng
prudential and disclosure standards in financial markets; and recent
initiatives towards the establishnent of a regional surveillance and
financi ng arrangenent .

Yest erday, Anwar expl ai ned the proposed rules for currency trading,
saying that it had al ways been misconstrued to run contrary to the spirit
of liberalisation.

Oficials said this was pertinent as sonme participating countries seened
to view any proposed regul ations as “restrictive'.

If there are diverging contentions ahead of the neetings, there have
al so been indications that the lines separating the argunents are
narr ow ng.

For instance, even countries against restrictive nmeasures thought the
nature of today's currency tradi ng needed to be to anal ysed.

And Anwar in defending the proposed fund yesterday, acknow edged the
fact that countries in the region do not have adequate surveill ance
mechani sm The question of surveillance was central in the statenents by
| M= managi ng-di rector M chel Candessus during a recent tour of the region

Signifying the inportance of the Kuala Lunpur neetings, Candessus is due
to arrive here early today.

He will brief the Finance Mnisters on the initial findings by an | MF



task-force into currency tradi ng. Candessus had said that the reactions
fromthe Mnisters would be inportant in drawing up the final concl usions.

Besides the | M-, the US and Australia are strongly represented here.
Australia's Treasurer, Peter Costello is here, so is US Deputy Treasury
Secretary, Lawence Sunmers.

The Wrld Bank is represented by its senior vice president Joseph E
Stiglitz, which is significant as Asean nenbers |i ke Laos and Canbodi a are
still dependent on | oans from Wrld Bank.

As anticipation for the two-day neetings grew, officials who attended
yesterday's preparatory Asean Senior Finance Oficials neetings were
tight-1ipped.

"W have achi eved consensus on all issues,"” said Treasury secretary-
general Tan Sri Clifford Herbert, adding in a |ight-hearted manner
"except commas."

The M nisters too are not saying much, yet. On arrival, Hong Kong's
Tsang said: "I amhere to talk, to listen, to discuss."

The real action begins today with the two and a hal f hours neeting of
t he Asean Finance Mnisters foll owed by the Asean-Japan; Asean-US; Asean-
I M and Worl d Bank nmeetings. In between, Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hir Mohanmad will open the neetings with a speech titled "~ Asean
Financial Initiatives for the 21st Century'.
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