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Posi tive signs beginning to replace the initial gloom

Rashi d Yusof
PUTTI NG behi nd themthe rather depressing pre-Kuala Lunpur nedia reports
like "An Apec sunmit no one wants", |eaders of Asia-Pacific Econom c Co-

operation nations yesterday huddled in a flurry of bilateral talks.

Signs surfaced indicating the neeting m ght well take a course different
fromwhat critics had expected, with the urgent trade and econom c issues
prominent in their one-to-one di scussions.

This came after the |l ess than satisfactory build-up like alleged "feet-
dragging" in trade liberalisation; the nove by US President Bill Cinton
and Canadi an Prinme Mnister Jean Chretien not to have bilateral talks with
Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad; tal k of a possible boycott;
and finally how the decision on the Early Vol untary Sectora
Li beral i sati on had been interpreted.

Apart froma furore sparked by US Vice-President Al Gore's support of
ref ormasi, everyone, including Gore, seened to be focusing on the economnic
and financial crisis.

First, the | eaders who held talks with Dr Mahathir yesterday were
briefed on the need to regul ate currency trading.

Then, there were indications that Apec in Kuala Lunpur woul d produce
some neat |ike the announcenent |ast night by Gore of a joint US-Japan
initiative to help nations secure financing to revive banking systens and
renove obstacl es to restructuring.

Sonehow events unfol ded | ate yesterday. At about the same tine as the
Apec- Abac dinner, there was a joint US-Japan briefing on their initiative
to hel p Asia.

And, al though Gore's speech contai ned sone fireworks, he nade it clear:
"This (financial) crisis is clearly not just about weaknesses in
particul ar nations: it also demands that we strengthen and i nprove the
operations of the entire international financial system"”

This came on a day which also featured what could be interpreted as
conciliatiary gestures: only one | eader raised the i ssue of Datuk Seri
Anwar Ibrahimin bilateral talks with Dr Mahathir.

Prime M nister John Howard expressed Australia' s concern on the matter,
but was quick to tell reporters afterwards that Ml aysi a-Australia ties
were "very inmportant”.

"Dr Mahathir and | had a very frank and courteous di scussion. W al ways
have. It is a very inportant relationship,” Howard sai d.

Phi | i ppi ne President Joseph Estrada, who had expressed di sappoi nt nent
over the treatnent of Anwar in the past, did not bring up the issue when
nmeeting Dr Mahathir.

Briefing the Press, Philippine Foreign Secretary Domi ngo Siazon said:
"This (issue) was not raised. Not at all." He expl ai ned how t he remarks by
Estrada concerning Anwar had to be seen in the correct context, that
Estrada's views were his own and cane at the tinme of the "black eye"

i nci dent.

"After that," Siazon said, "he (Anwar) was rel eased fromthe | SA
(I'nternal Security Act), which was an i nprovenent. Secondly, the Prine
M ni ster has indicated that an investigation had been initiated."

Si azon al so spoke of greater transparency in the Anwar trial for which
t he Mal aysi an Governnent has al so all owed forei gn observers to attend. "I
do know t hat three Philippine congressnen cane here agai nst ny advice on
their personal capacity and they were allowed to attend the trial," Siazon



added.

From a positive standpoint, the analysis that Apec had suffered a
setback by Mnisters sending the tariff cuts' package to the Wrld Trade
Organi sati on was hi ghly debat abl e.

"W have done an exercise of saving other people's faces," said
International Trade and Industry Mnister Datuk Seri Rafidah Aziz
concerni ng the EVSL

She spoke of how the US too had | egal problens about the need to get
"critical mass" support - its trading partners |ike the European Union -
to participate in the schene.

Raf i dah said those who dism ssed the final decision as a "failure" had
got it all wong, as all 16 econom es which had agreed to "conme on board"
concerning the EVSL had submitted their tinmetables of tariff cuts, and
they coul d go ahead with the package.

Sone believed they could begin cutting tariffs on certain sectors from
as early as Jan 1.

"Let's see how nany economies will cut the tariffs or all this talk
about liberalisation is nmere rhetoric," Rafidah said. She added: "The US
has | egal probl ens, Japan has political problens, other countries have
econom ¢ problens. "

In Apec, it is all about conprom sing, Rafidah said, while Howard said
t hough Australia would have preferred the Vancouver accord to be adhered
to, the decision should not be despaired.

This norning, the leaders will continue with their series of bilatera
talks followed by the formal neeting in the afternoon. How will the Kual a
Lunmpur Apec end?
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