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Little prospect nowfor a lofty free trade accord

Zulkifli O hman

LEADERS of the Asia-Pacific Econom c Cooperation (Apec) neet for the sixth
annual sunmit today to begin talks with little prospect of any |lofty
pronouncenent on free trade comng at the end the two-day neeting.

Wth fast-track market openings now off the menu after | ower |evels Apec
meetings failed to reach a consensus on the EVSL (Early Voluntary Sectora
Li beral i sati on) package, Apec leaders will sit to a selection of |ess
demandi ng i ssues on the table.

The prospect of any concrete committnent to tackle Asia's financial
crisis also evaporated as it becane apparent that |eaders felt that matter
woul d be better handled by the Group of 22 (G 22). The G22 is so-called
because it conbines the econonic nuscle of the G oup of 7 industrialised
countries and the growi ng markets of G oup of 15 devel opi ng econoni es.

Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanmad said yesterday he expected
the | eaders to have an "unconplicated" sumit discussions when they get
toget her at the Cybervi ew Lodge tonorrow. (Wadnesday)

The | eaders are expected to tal k about econom c cooperation, electronic
commerce and nulti-lateral negotiations - topics that are not expected to
set headl i nes abl aze.

Wth no bl ack-and-white issues to focus attention, Apec's proceedi ngs on
the eve of the summt wandered away a little fromtrade |iberalisation
when nost | eaders neet bilaterally on the sidelines of the Apec sunmit.

Australia Prinme M nister John Howard said he woul d suggest that Apec
i nvesti gates the weaknesses of the world's financial systemand al so
announced that Australia would put forward a non-nonetary package to help
its Asian nei ghbours.

O her unexpected issues such as the Five Powers Defence Arrangement, the
overl apping clains on the Spratlys have cropped up

The bil ateral neetings al so produced wel comre news when Chi nese Tai pe
announced that it has set up a conpany to place US$300 million (US$1 =
RMB3. 80) investment in Ml aysi an conpani es.

Qutside the bilateral neetings, there was noticeabl e di sappoi nt nent
anong the Western nedia that President Bill dinton would not be com ng.

It was widely reported that Cinton's absence has defl ated Apec neetings
- CNN said the neeting had been devalued in charisma - and has left the
proceedi ngs wi thout | eadership to push the Wstern agenda forward.

The way the EVSL i ssue unfolded, with no commttnent at Apec, also

rankl ed sone, like the US for instance.
The goal of the US negotiators is to elimnate or at |east drastically
cut tariffs on US$1.5 trillion worth of global trade through the early

voluntary liberalisation.

Lower taxes in countries |like Japan, China and Australia nean nore sal es
for US conpani es.

These include the US car industry which sent a hi gh-powered del egati on
to the Kual a Lunpur neet to dermand for nmore market openings for US cars.

Whil e the nmedi a pounced on EVSL and dinton's no-show, Ml aysia was nore
concerned that politics had entered into discussions.

The undercurrents of tensions between sone Apec nenbers and host
Mal aysi a over the politics of Datuk Seri Anwar |brahims trial and
sacki ng, percolated to the surface with a public exchange between US
Secretary of State Madeline Albright and International Trade and I ndustry
M ni ster Datuk Seri Raridah Aziz on Sunday.



Howard brought up the matter with Dr Mahathir when they net yesterday
and New Zeal and premi er Jenny Shipl ey has announced t hat she woul d.
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