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Financial crisis a najor issue as Apec | ooks for decisive push

Rashi d Yusof

ELUSI VE Apec officials revealed precious little yesterday after working
feverishly in Kuala Lunpur the past two days. Many sped past the posse of
reporters, sinmply sidled away or decl ared:

"Sorry, | ammeeting my Mnister". O this: "I don't have anything to
say".

Despite this little difficulty, things are noticeably spicing up, or
rather, the tenpo picking up, as nmajor meetings of this nature go.

For starters, there has been a devel opmment which nust have churned out
headl i nes i n many | anguages across Asia-Pacific - there was no consensus
on the package for inplenmenting the nouthful "Early Voluntary Sectoral
Li beral i sation".

By the time the Senior Oficials Meeting ended at noon, Japan, by nost
peopl e's accounts, were still saying "no" to tariff cuts in the
politically sensitive sectors of forestry and fisheries.

They argued, anong others, that the proper forumfor such matters is the
Worl d Trade Organi sation. "Wat is Apec for, then?" soneone asked rat her
rhetorically, along the corridors.

A Japanese official contended that there was no obligation for Japan to
agr ee.

As for now, the matter will be taken up by Mnisters who neet from
t oday.

"This is cormobn. At every Apec neeting, there will be issues which have
to be di scussed extensively," said Arbassador Soermadi D. M Brot odini ngrat,
| ndonesi an head of delegation to the SOM when pointed out that a
newspaper report had described this neeting as the nbst contentious in the
short history of Apec.

As the international nedia shifts their attention fromthe court to the
halls and corridors of the Pal ace of Gol den Horses - the Apec venue - non-
econom ¢ issues evidently did not feature in the preparatory talks.

"l see no evidence whatsoever," said New Zeal and' s Maarten Wevers, when
asked whet her attention brought about by the trial of Datuk Seri Anwar
| brahi mwoul d have any bearing on proceedi ngs.

It is clear, though, that coupled with sonme devel opnment |ike how a few
countries are seeking to do away with the customary bilateral talks with
the host nation, "Apec matters” will in the next five days, stride into
the col l ective consci ousness of Mal aysi ans.

Creating much interest will be the presence of world | eaders, am d
earlier remarks by Philippine President Joseph Estrada, especially, over
hi s attendance.

At Press tinme, however, the attendance is going to be as inpressive as
it was in the past. Wich neans after the Commonweal th Heads of Gover nnent
Meeting in Kuala Lunmpur (CHOGM) in 1989, Mal aysians will again witness a
bi g get-together of najor world | eaders.

At Press tine, with the exception of Russian President Boris Yelstin,
who will be represented by Prinme Mnister Yergency Primakov, the others
including US President Bill Cinton will be here. President B.J. Habibie
of I ndonesia, obviously grappling with sone difficulties back hone, is
al so attending, so is Estrada.

As Mnisters and their | eaders prepare for the neeting, the question of
whet her there woul d be | eaders wanting to neet Anwar or his fanily has
persisted. Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad was asked to



comment on the possibility when interviewed by CNN on Tuesday.

Yesterday, the views of International Trade and Industry M nister Datuk
Seri Rafidah Aziz were sought. And, when Domi ngo Siazon, the Philippines
Forei gn Secretary checked in, he was crowded by reporters who wanted to
know whet her Estrada would neet Anwar's wife, Datin Seri Dr Wan Azi zah Wan
Ismail, during Apec.

Gving the clearest indication yet, Siazon described as "highly
unli kel y" that sonething "unofficial would be accommbdated” am d the
Presi dent's busy schedul e.

And, the issue which is poised to leap to the fore - the currency crisis
and short-termcapital flows - loons. It mght appear to have been
over shadowed by the EVSL controversy so far.

"That's only because there is nothing for us at the official-level to
di scuss concerning the crisis ... but the financial crisis is a very
important itemfor Apec," explained I ndonesia's Soenadi.

Soemadi and others |ike Mexico's Abel Abarca said the financial crisis
woul d be a nmajor issue, as Apec |ooks for a decisive political push.
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