15/ 05/ 1998
G 15 grouping is not fighting a losing battle altogether

Syed Nadzri
LOOKI NG at their future inthe land with a rich past - that describes the
position of the Group of 15 nations which held their summit in Cairo early
this week.

The sumit, the eighth for the groupi ng of devel opi ng nati ons, was hel d
earlier than scheduled - just six nonths after the I ast one in Kual a
Lunpur - partly to reflect on the urgency of matters in the face of the
present gl obal scenario.

And one topic dom nated the proceedings - the financial problem
affecting East Asia.

Though in GL5 only I ndonesi a and Mal aysia are directly affected by the
probl em the other 14 menbers of the grouping were far fromsitting still
delving into this issue since the pre-sumit neetings began at senior
officials level last Thursday (May 7).

By the tine the | eaders started their summit on Monday, it was cl ear
that the topic was central to their discussions, many wonderi ng whet her
t he probl emwoul d reach their shores and what they should do if it does.

The "financial turnoil", as many del egat es chose to describe it, had
forced itself on the agenda at the last summit in Kuala Lunpur in
Novenber .

After six nonths, the del egates feel the inpact of the earth-shaking
debacle is still far fromover despite the relentless efforts to bring it
to an end.

The jitters, according to a Mal aysian official, could be felt anong all
at the summit because they say that if it could happen to a country |ike
Mal aysia, it could happen to them too.

"There seens to be no signs of sunmit fatigue this tine around,"” said a
G 15 secretariat official here

Mal aysi a, experiencing the brunt of the jolted financial markets, tabled
a paper at the sunmt to share ideas.

The paper on "The East Asian Crisis: Causes, Policy Responses, Lessons
and | ssues” was tabl ed by Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad
and it drewrapt attention

It touched on the need for a conprehensive review of the present
"architecture of the international nonetary systen, a termcoined in the
wake of the econom c probl ens.

Presi dent Suharto of |Indonesia al so gave his input through his speech at
t he openi ng sessi on

Suharto's thoughts and t he Mal aysi an wor ki ng paper provi ded the basis
for a substantial part of the final conmuni que to be on the financi al
probl em

The G 15 | eaders, through the docunent, acknow edged that there were
weaknesses in the global financial systemand that the probl ens i n East
Asia are not an isolated phenonenon and coul d happen to any country.

They al so called for nore international cooperationindealingwiththe
situation.

As in nost docunents issued at the end of conferences, these are not hing
el se but nere words. Just what clout does the G 15 carry?

Dr Mahathir, for one, realises this. But he believes that the grouping
is not altogether fighting a futile battle.

He tol d Mal aysi an journalists on Sunday that the G 15 by itself m ght
not be so effective. "But we nust remenber that nmenber countries can and



do have the influence over other nations outside the sphere."” Their
tradi ng partners, for instance.

In 1995, 10 menber countries of the G 15 were anong the top 50 | eadi ng
exporters and i nporters in world nerchandi se trade. Collectively, menber
countries accounted for US$365.3 billion (RML, 424.67 billion) or 10 per
cent of world nmerchandi se exports and US$372.6 billion (10 per cent) of
i mports.

G 15 trade with the rest of the world has experienced significant
growt h. Between 1990 and 1995, for instance, exports grew by 68 per cent,
15 per cent nore than the world average for the same peri od.

Noteworthy is that the devel oping countries are still typecast as
suppliers of rawmaterials to industrialised nati ons whose products are
thriving business.

But this is of course slowy changing as sout h-south co-operation on the
back of G 15 partnerships is fast taking shape through joint ventures and
smart partnerships

G 15, at one stage regarded as a passive club, al so seens to be making a
turnaround in ternms of popularity with many countries nowwanting to join
it.

Sri Lanka, admitted at the Cairo sumit, is nowthe 17th nmenber and the
fourth Asian country after Ml aysia, |Indonesia and I ndi a.

This, according to Mal aysi an Forei gn M ni ster Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahnad
Badawi , wi || bal ance t he equati on because si x menbers are fromAfrica
(Al geria, Egypt, Kenya, N geria, Senegal and Zi nbabwe) and seven from
Latin America and the Cari bbean (Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Jamaica
Mexi co, Peru and Venezuel a).
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