16/ 11/ 1998
New i ssues suddenly crop up as Apec gets down to busi ness

Rashi d Yusof

AFTER protracted talks ontariff cuts had at one stage threatened to turn
Apec in Kual a Lunmpur into a neeting on the Early Vol untary Sect oral

Li beralisation (EVSL), new i ssues suddenly cropped up yesterday.

US President Bill dinton did not check in along with other | eaders,
which in a way, |l ent credence to murmurs over the past few days that he
m ght stay home over the lIraqgi situation.

As the world gets constant updates on the Kual a Lunpur Apec fromthe
huge ent our age of journalists here, on the sidelines "spins" had been
l'iberally constructed over Clinton's absence.

They ranged fromthe question on the Areri can | eadership at the neeting
over the next two days, and whether this was a setback, to even
suggestions as to whet her ot her economni es woul d sei ze this opportunity to
push through their denmands.

M nisters, and a few paces behind them the officials, were not
flustered, saying the course of the neeting would not be harned by
Clinton's absence. Sore did express regret that he woul d not be attending.

In an interview, Canadi an Trade M ni ster Sergi o Marchi said dinton
woul d be missed. And that although the Anerican position m ght not be
expressed in the way the Anerican President woul d have, Vice-President A
Gore who i s reportedly representing Clinton, would still put onthe table
his country's stand.

And, wi |l Japan sonehow exert its authority now? "I don't think it wll
be conpetitiveness between US and Japan .. the US is unquestionably the
bi ggest economi ¢ power," said Marchi.

As things started to happen, the Iraqgi situationitself drewreactions
fromMnisters as did the | atest devel opnents in I ndonesi a.

The Iragi issue was one of the questions posed to the Mnisters at a
joint Press conference which lasted 75 nmi nutes, and featured, anong
ot hers, an "exchange" invol ving I nternati onal Trade and | ndustry M ni ster
Dat uk Seri Rafidah Aziz and US Secretary of State Madel eine Albright. A
question to Al bright on whet her she was planning to nmeet the wife of Datuk
Seri Anwar |brahim startedit.

The nuch-publici sed EVSL i ssue ended with M ni sters agreeing that Apec
econom es can inplenent the tariff commitnents i medi ately on a voluntary
basis and that the entire package be submtted to the Wrld Trade
Organi sati on.

Japan, whose refusal to cut tariffs on the politically-sensitive sectors
of forestry and fisheries had triggered the intense negotiati ons, had
argued that WO and not Apec was the forumfor trade negotiations.

Reacting to the | atest devel opnent, on whether it cane as a victory to
Japan, a spokeswoman said: "Victory is not a word the Japanese use
easily."

The full transcript of the nedia briefing on Saturday by a spokeswonan
for Japan's Foreign M ni ster Masahi ko Konmura on his bilateral neeting with
US Tr ade Representative Charl ene Barshefsky, provided an interesting
i nsi ght.

Apparently, the nmeeting started with Barshefsky's opening remarks, with
t he spokeswonman, M ki e Kiyoi, reporting: "Frombeginning to the end, she
(Barshef sky) only tal ked about EVSL."

And of how Barshefsky reportedly went on to say how Japan "is actively
di scouragi ng countries fromliberalising".



Kiyoi said: "M Komura calmy replied that Japan's positionis clear: we
are conplying with the principle of voluntarism™

hservers were unabl e | ate yesterday, whether to describe the final
deci sion on EVSL as a "set back" or just another option which the Mnisters
had agreed upon.

Fromt he outset, however, first officials and then the M nisters, had
let it be known that what appeared to be a | ack of progress on the EVSL,
did not constitute a setback.

The agreenent on EVSL reached i n Vancouver | ast year was initself a
progress, they have pointed out earnestly.

And, am d i ntense medi a coverage on the mai n happeni ngs, the 1998
Econom ¢ Qutl ook was rel eased yesterday. An of ficial, Dan Churiak, said
that while economc growh i n Apec economies dropped to 1.5 from3.5 per
cent, the expectations were that this downturn woul d bottomout next year.

The econom c and financial crisis is expected to becone even nore
proni nent when the | eaders neet. "It is on top of their agenda," a
M ni ster said.

The i ssue may al ready feature when nany of these | eaders neet Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad t oday as customary of | eaders at
the start of Apec neetings.
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