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Apec chugs al ong despite the politics

Ani s Kami |

THE Apec neeting began with nmany observers questioning the organisation's
rel evance, and while it is an econom c neeting, political turnoils seened
to threaten to overshadow the event.

I ndonesi an President B.J. Habibie' s attenti on was understandably
occupied with the violent riots in his own country. United States
President WlliamJ. Cinton was nore interested in bonbing Irag and
finally getting rid of President Saddam Hussein

Clinton's replacenent, the uninforned Vice-President Al Gore, was nore
interested in canpaigning for the Anerican presidency than helping with
the critical econom c issues at hand.

Despite these interferences, the | eaders of Apec nanaged to get down to
busi ness. Their work at this neeting was perhaps the nmost daunting in the
organi sation's history.

Many of its nmenbers were still suffering the effects of the financi al
crisis. The long-awaited Early Voluntary Sectoral Liberalisation programe
seened dooned to fail as the US, Australia and New Zeal and condemmed Japan
for not participating in tw - fisheries and forestry - of the nine
sectors identified.

The EVSL was agreed to | ast year in Vancover. Its aimis to cut tariffs
in environnental goods and services, fish and fish products, forest
products, nedical equiprment and instrunents, teleconmmunications nutual
recognition arrangenent, energy, toys, gens and jewellery, and chemi cal s.

Despite the differences, the Apec mnisters agreed to submit the EVSL
package to the World Trade Organisation. The EVSL progranme is the first
substantive initiative on trade and investnment |iberalisation for the
grouping in its 10-year existence.

At the joint Press conference at the end of the mnisterial neeting,

M ni ster of International Trade and Industry Datuk Seri Rafidah Aziz said
t he nove woul d nean broadening participationin the tariff el enent beyond
Apec.

Havi ng t he package go through the WIO process wi || enabl e ot her
econom es |like Europe to join and liberalise the nine sectors.

Japan' s response was that the WIiO was a far nore appropriate body to
reach a binding trade agreement.

Rafi dah said while Japan had reservations about cutting tariffs on
forestry and fisheries, it could still participate in trade facilitation
and econom ¢ and technol ogy co-operation.

Raf i dah expl ai ned that US | egi sl ati on required Europe had to be on baord
as well for it to liberalise all nine sectors.

"So even if we had the perfect package, it is just going to be academc
for the US because they need a critical nmass of countries. So, the
agreement was face-saving for the US as well," said Rafidah.

After two days of discussions, the | eaders of Apec wel coned the work
undertaken to strengthen the international financial systens and the
proposal s nade to i nprove transparency and accountability.

"W believe that there woul d be considerable value in continuing this
work in a process involving both industrialised and energi ng nmarkets
econom es. W agree that a forum such as an expanded G2 woul d be
appropriate for this purpose,” states the Apec Leaders Joint Decl arati on.

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mhamad expl ai ned the defernment to
the &2 was because Apec could only take concrete neasures on issues



affecting it, but this issue involved all countri es.

"Apec cannot just decide on sonething and get the rest of the world to
accept its decision,” said Dr Mahathir.

The &2 brings together the "rich nations" of the G/ and the devel opi ng
countries of the GL5.

Wil e no concrete resolutions were forthcom ng on solving the regiona
financial crisis, the | eaders "resolved to work together to support an
early and sustained recovery in the region”

The | eaders are committed to pursuing a co-operative growth strategy and
wel cone Japan's financial package of US$30 billion (RML14 billion) under
the Myazawa initiative and the US$5 billion proposal announced by Japan
and the US

Japan's Myazawa initiative was proposed before the nmeeting. It seeks to
stabilise the econom es of South Korea, Ml aysia, Thail and, |ndonesia and
t he Phili ppines.

The country has said the aid woul d not be |inked to conditions
ext raneous to economni c consi derations.

The second proposal, known as the Asian Growth Recovery Progranme is to
hel p Asian countries affected by the crisis to obtain financing to revive
t heir banki ng systens and renove obstacles to restructuring.

Under the AGRP, the two countries - working with the Wrld Bank and the
Asi an Devel opnent Bank - woul d nobilise US$5 billion for countries who
have i npl enent ed conprehensi ve restructuring programres.

While critics will say the organi sation has abdicated its
responsibilities to the WIO and the &2, the | eaders believe that Apec has
moved forward and taken the right steps to overcone the daunting tasks
| ai d before them

New Zeal and Prime M nister Jenny Shipley, who will play host to next
year's meeting, hopes there will be further progress towards trade and
i nvestnent liberalisation, a credible Apec response to the economc crisis
and broader support for the organisation.
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