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Howar d' s val uabl e, positive approach to secure Apec future
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THE expect ati ons were al ways goi ng to exceed what m ght possibly be
achieved at the Leaders' Meeting of the Asia-Pacific Econom c Cooperation
forum

And so the obituaries were witten for Apec. There you go - nothing nore
than an i nternational tal k shop, the | eaders lining up for no nore than
t he photo gallery. Waste of time. O no consequence. So the criticisns
went .

Wrse, Prime Mnister John Howard in Kual a Lunpur had appeared to | end
"sone degree of aid and confort" to a Governnment that threwits opponents
injail, beat themup in custody, trunped up charges agai nst them and
used vi ol ence to put down dermonstrations in protest.

Howard woul dn't toe the United States line to boycott face-to-face tal ks
with the Prime M nister, Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad. | n so doi ng, he
sought to define the val ue of Apec to Australia, and Australia's value to
Apec, "the Australian way".

Apec at the best of tinmes had been an eni gma. Four incongruous
adj ectives in search of a noun, the former Foreign M nister Gareth Evans
called it.

At atine of econonmic crisis threatening to spill into social and
political disruptionin Apec nenber econonies, the rel evance of the
regi onal grouping was put to serious test.

Howard returned, facing a tall order to argue his claimto satisfaction
that Australia had contributed to Apec's rel evance, and that Australia had
enhanced its interests after Kual a Lunpur.

How coul d it have? Deferring to Dr Mahathir apart, Australia had to nake
do with the "second best' outcone to have the regional grouping's
previously agreed Early Vol untary Sectoral Liberalisationtradeinitiative
referred to the World Trade Organi sati on

This after Howard had at the top of his agenda for Kual a Lunpur the
preservation of Apec's free-trade focus, if for nothing el se, as a synbol
of Apec's continued conmtnent to free trade.

The EVSL conproni se obscures the gains to Australia beyond trade and
econom cs. Kual a Lunpur presented an occasion to affirmHoward' s faithin
a bridging role for Australia between the two rins of the Pacific -
geogr aphi cal Iy and phi | osophi cal | y.

And thanks to Al Core

The senti nent Howard expressed the night he was re-elected to a second
termin office on Cct 3 had not figured in his Apec mission to Kual a
Lunpur .

"No nation on earth so uni quely conbi nes the heritage of our Western
civilisation, our great links with the nations of North Anerica, and our
pl acement here in the Asia-Pacific region," Howard had said.

"W have a capacity and an opportunity to use that conjunction of
circunstances to our benefit, and to the benefit of the region and to the
benefit of the entire world."

Apec in Kual a Lunpur was to have been about trade. It was to have been
about Australia putting out a hand to hel p build financial processes anpbng
economi es stepping tentatively into free-market capitalism It was to have
been about reviewi ng the international financial architecture to keep in
check the hedge funds.

There was the matter of the treatnent of Datuk Seri Anwar |brahim



Howar d was unwavering in his intention, which was to tell Dr Mahathir what
Australia and Australians felt, in private tal ks with the host.

The foot that Gore put in his vice-presidential nmouth reinforced the
argument for one purpose of Apec for Australia.

Primarily, Apec - which Australia clains to be the brainchild of its
former Prinme Mnister Bob Hawke - is valued as a forumto keep the US
engaged in Asia.

Anong Apec's nenbers in Asia, Australia offered an avenue to trade and
t he technol ogy of the worl d's | argest econony, | everagi ng on Canberra's
strategic and diplomatic ties with Washi ngton.

As the insults flewin Kuala Lunpur, Howard enhanced t he standi ng of
Australia to bring together the Asian and non-Asi an nations around the
Pacific rim

Australians woul d be | oath to associ ate Australian decorumw th any
"Asi an way". Next to kurang ajar Gore, however, Howard was positively
Asi an, and yet forthright.

Howard cal led it "the Australian way", which was to say what Australians
had to say face-to-face, in private, not to |l ecture other countries
t hrough a speech.

And just as privately, Foreign M nister Al exander Downer net with
Anwar's wife Dr VWan Azi zah Wan | smail.

Australia's conduct had enhanced rel ations with Mal aysia, was Howard's
assessnent of his nmeeting with Dr Mahathir.

Not that his approach was universally appl auded back hone. Ki mBeazl ey,
the | eader of the opposition Labor Party, said Howard had deneaned
Australia's position. Howard has agreed with his deputy, the Trade
M nister, TimFischer, that Gore had been "playing to the caneras".

Yet Howard's "Australian way' had been little different fromthat of
Beazl ey' s predecessors, Paul Keating and Hawke, in their tine as Prine
M nisters, evenif their relations with Mal aysi a had not been all plain
sai l i ng.

As for the achi evenents of Apec, there are those who feel too rmuch has
been nmade of trade liberalisation as Apec's reason for being. Anong t hem
is Alan Oxl ey, chairman of the National Apec Study Centre housed at Monash
Uni versity, in Ml bourne.

"Apec has al ways been far nore than just a programme for trade
liberalisation,” Oxley says. "There are at | east eight mnisterial foruns
on issues unrelated to trade |iberalisation."”

Wil e trade |iberalisation has been the focus of nmedia and public
attention, Apec has in fact been worki ng on econom ¢ and t echni cal co-
operation issues inits |less publicised Ecotech Agenda, according to the
centre's deputy director, Darby Higgs.

These were reflected in the 4,400-word decl aration at the end of the
Kual a Lunpur summit. They ranged fromneasures to restructure national
financial and corporate systens and the harnoni sati on of standards and
i nvest nent codes, to ways to deal with the year 2000 bug.

The Monash centre had been busy | eadi ng up to Kual a Lunpur. Anpong its
contribution to the summit were recomendati ons of a synposiumit held on
cor por at e governance, funded by AusAl D and held in associationw th the
Australian Treasury and regul atory authorities.

The synposi umi ncl uded representatives fromcentral banks, stock
exchanges, securities comm ssions and business fromcountries in Asia, the
Asi an Devel opment Bank, the Worl d Bank and the Organi sati on for Economic
Cooper ati on and Devel opnent .

Howar d i n Kual a Lunpur pl edged A$50 nillion (RML20 million) over the
next three years to help in crisis managenent of econonies affected by the
turnoil.



The Treasurer, Peter Costello, will chair an economic crisis group that
will deal with corporate debt failure, the novement of short-termcapital,
and financi al assistance to econonies in distress.

And Apec put its weight behind strengthening the i nternational financial
architecture.

Howar d' s summati on of the future of Apec sits with his el ection night
speech of Australia straddling the two rins of the Pacific.

"You don't get a grouping like that, and you don't get a sharing of
experiences |like that, anywhere elseinthe world,"” he said. "And to turn
your back on that woul d be crazy and woul d be counter-productive and self-
defeating."

And of Australia's approach, "we've certainly been able to denonstrate
that there is an Australian way which is different and is very val uabl e
and very positive in the region".

( END)
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