07/ 09/ 1999
NZ to focus on growmh and investnments in region at Apec neeting

Zulkifli O hman in Auckl and

AUCKLAND, Mbon: Wen the Asia Pacific Econonic Cooperation (Apec) annua
party descends on the fair city of Auckland this week, its nenbers will be
trying toinject newlife into the grouping as a trade entity.

On the streets of Auckland, talks on revitalising efforts to free up

trade in a post-crisis Apec takes a backseat to the prospect of Mbonica
Lewi nsky coming to town and what excuse US president Cinton would have
for the US over a ban on New Zeal and | anb i nports.

Again politics threatens to intrude on trade talks with a proposa

energing to include the East Tinor situation as part of the Apec agenda.
New Zeal and mini sters said the Apec agenda has been set but East Ti nor

wi Il be discussed "informally".

Even as New Zeal and prepares for the biggest party of its existence hy
grappling with issues as diverse as an unw el dy guest |ist and uncl ai ned
garbage bins along the route that Clinton could take, it is hard for it to
see how Apec will progress.

The host wants to focus on re-invigorating growth and i nvestnent in the
region and generally provide a credible response to the crisis. New

Zeal and said it wants to pursue three main thenmes in Auckland - liberalise
and facilitate trade and i nvestnent, strengthening its markets and getting
nmore support for Apec.

This is a far cry fromthe heady days of Apec's begi nnings when there

was a feeling that the vast Pacific basin is marching towards free trade
Apec | eaders declared in Bogor, Indonesia, in 1994 that there would be
unfettered trade without barriers across the Pacific, with the conviction
and normentum of an express train.

It had the clout of 21 nmenmber econonies with a conbi ned GDP of over

US$16 trillion (US$1l = RMB. 80) and hol ding al nost half of world trade. The
Apec trade train seened unstoppabl e. I n Auckland, however, that goal seemns
farther away now than it was in Bogor

Hal f of the grouping s nmenbers is energing, but still reeling, fromthe
effects of the financial crisis that rocked this part of the world.

Apec, as a group, must now find the will to urge nenbers to put in place

i mproved econom c policies in the future and convince themthat continued
trade |iberalisationis inportant.

I n New Zeal and Apec economes will talk about a set of policy thenes

that will explain to the public what Apec is all about.

This woul d be very hard, considering that Apec noves at a pace that is

| ess than glacial speed in doing things.

Fi ve years on from Bogor, trade is not noticeably freer nor have

barriers conme tunbling down.

"After five years, it seens that every Apec di scussi on ends up haggling

on reform ng the econom es of small countries, open markets,
l'iberalisation and globalisation. It's a mantra that's getting tired,"
sai d an Apec veteran.

The groupi ng has also proved that it is too big to be ninble. It failed

to react properly to the call by nmenbers to have currency traders, one of
t he npre obvi ous sources of the Asian crisis, checked.

Mal aysi a's proposal to introduce neasures to prevent currency

specul ators to nmani pulate the market was literally shot down in Kual a
Lunpur | ast year, and passed the buck to the World Trade Organisation.
Wth the lack of any fresh I eads on liberalisation, there is every



possibility that trade talks will be sidelined, a normal occurrence.
In Kual a Lunpur |ast year, US Vice-President Al Gore, representing an
absent Bill dinton, broke protocol and prai sed peopl e opposing Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohanad during the official opening
| eaders di nner.
Dr Mahathir has declined to attend this year's invitation to the Apec
annual tal k-fest on grounds that he is commtted to duties in Ml aysia.
Mal aysi a has said that Dr Mahathir's absence was in no way signalling
that Mal aysi a t hought Apec was not inportant enough.
Mal aysia will be represented by Deputy Prinme M nister Datuk Ser
Abdul I ah Ahned Badawi at the Apec | eaders' neeting next week.
Until nowthe world has paid little attention to New Zeal and' s progress
inliberalising its market but that is about to change when sone of the
worl d's nost powerful politicians and busi ness | eaders converge on its
|largest city of 1.1 mllion inhabitants.
One third of the country's police force will be on duty to protect the
| eaders, who will be fed by New Zeal and's top five chefs.
Apec afi cionados renmenbers Seattle for giving Dr Mahathir a new
description "recalcitrant”, Bogor for its lofty declaration.
W may renmenber Auckl and for providi ng Apec the biggest party on this
side of the world.
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