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Chirac tries for the inpossible?

PRESI DENT Jacques Chirac of France is trying to do sonethi ng which al npst
seens i npossible; getting the industrialised countries to agree to sit
down with devel opi ng countries and di scuss the establishnment of a new

gl obal financial architecture by the end of the year. North-South dial ogue
has al ways been as el usive as conpl ete peace in Wst Asia. There have been
nunerous calls by the devel oping world for North-South dial ogues to sort
out many issues. However, the Goup of Seven (G 7) has never agreed to go
down to the devel oping countries' level or invite the Third Wrld for a
tete-a-tete.

It is not often that a leader of a G7 country initiates talks with

devel oping countries, especially on such big issues. Chirac however, seens
to have no qual ns about departing fromthe norm He seens to have no

probl ens about consulting with Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad, the Prine
M ni ster of a devel oping country, on various issues affecting the

devel oping worl d before any G 7 neeting. Chirac has set hinself a daunting
and challenging task and in this, he may be standing alone - the UK and
the US seemto be huddl ed together over the issue, although President Bill
Clinton's views on the economic crisis that originated from Asia have
|lately proven to be quite consistent with what Dr Mahat hir has been trying
to tell the world since late 1997, just nonths after the crisis broke out
in Thailand. Germany nay be supportive of the dial ogue proposal and a
great deal of hope is being placed by many devel opi ng countri es on Japan.
But why would the G 7 want the G oup of Fifteen (G 15) devel opi ng
countries to sit at the same table and di scuss a new international
financial architecture?

There are so many reasons why they should. The crisis in Asia has hurt
many econoni es very badly. The East Asian countries may have opened their
mar kets - especially after the International Mnetary Fund had established
a presence - for shrewd investors fromthe North to buy cheap. But the

i npact of the Asian crisis was also felt by foreign conmpanies, including
banks, especially in countries such as Indonesia, Thailand, South Korea
and Mal aysi a. These were the so-call ed energi ng markets to whi ch conpani es
fromindustrialised countries had paid so nuch attention. Today, the

i nternational conpanies fromFrance, the US, Britain or Germany have | ost
a | ot of noney because of what happened. Some have stopped their
operations and sacked thousands of |oyal staff to rel ocate el sewhere
outside the region. More will be forced to do so if the crisis deepens or
if the problens recur and the shrewd investors fromthe North who cane
recently to buy cheaply may not see any returns for a long tine. At the
end of the day, the North rmay be | ooking at |osing a narket of hundreds of
m | lions of consuners because of what a handful of hedge funds and

specul ators did.

But then again, as |long as npbst econonmies in Europe and America are not

af fected by a severe economnmi c downturn, nost of their governments will
continue to ignore the devel oping countries' views. As |long as governnents
in the South continue to feel and act subservient to the North, the G7
will not be conpelled to act for the world instead of just for thensel ves.
The G 15 has becone a voice to be reckoned with and there are severa
organi sations that overlap with the G 15, such as the Associ ation of
Sout h- East Asi an Nations, the Devel oping 8 and t he Non- Al i gned Mvenent,
that are al so beginning to speak up a little nore collectively.



However odd it nmay seem these organisations nmust now pray that Chirac
will get his way and that sonehow the US and the other economic powers in
the North will open up and take into account the views of their friends in
the South. Organisations that transcend in certain areas the North-South
di vide, such as the Asia-Pacific Econom c Cooperation forum the Asia-
Eur ope Meeting, the Conmonweal th and, of course, the World Trade
Organi sation nmust also realise that all owing a handful of countries to
drag their feet over the proposed international financial architecture so
as to all ow anot her handful to reap handsone profits fromactivities that
destroy small economes, will only resuly in making sure that the world is
a worse place to live in conme the next mllennium
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