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Tiny step for Apec, giant step for KL

PCLES apart indeed. The manner in which Second Fi nance M ni ster Datuk

Must apa Mohaned descri bes the gap between the crisis-hit countries and the
i ndustrialised economies, on the need to regulate currency tradi ng, shows
that the North-South divide has never been bridged. Any reform of the

gl obal financial systemw ||l remain insignificant wthout efforts to
curtail the influence of people who can nmeddle with currency rates. It's
like giving with one hand and taking back nore with the ot her.

Still, Malaysia should not feel too dissapointed with the outconme of the
Asi a Pacific Econom c Cooperation (Apec) finance ministers neeting in
Langkawi on Sunday. The ministers, including those fromthe US and the
other G oup of Seven (G 7) industrialised countries, have at |east agreed
to sone reforms in the international financial systemto regulate the
volatile short-terminflow of funds. A year or so ago, they would not even
listen. Instead, when Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mohamad went
around exposi ng the role which the high-Ieveraged hedge funds and currency
specul ators had played in the Asian crises, he was ridiculed, belittled
and condemmed. At |east half of Ml aysia's argunents have now been
accepted by the world financiers. Certainly, we can wait a little while

| onger until they come round to seeing things fromthe correct

per specti ve,

In the meantinme, there's a lot of work to be done by Apec to ensure that
simlar problens do not happen in other countries and regions. There is

al so a need to ensure that the recovery in Asian economes hit by the two-
year crisis is not hindered by the tardi ness of the international
community in taking the necessary neasures, such as reforming the gl oba
financial architecture. One encouragi ng devel opnent that the Apec finance
mnisters' nmeeting in Langkawi brought about is the cohesion in approach
on the part of Asian countries. Japan, China and Taiwan, it seenms, were
strongly behind Malaysia in trying to push for regulations to be inposed
on currency traders. This is a healthy trend within Apec itself. Only
earlier this decade, when the US was pressing hard for greater

|'i beralisation on the part of devel oping menbers in the nane of a so-

call ed | evel playing ground, Mal aysia found itself alone in going agai nst
the great American tide. This tinme around, it has found sonme support.

It is this support that the Governnment nust capitalise upon in order to
pursue its agenda to discipline currency trading so as to ensure that
decades of hard work do not go down the drain in a matter of nonths. Just
because Britain and lItaly survived the attacks on their currencies earlier
this decade, it does not nean that countries |ike Thailand or |ndonesia
woul d automatically do as well as they did. Mexico and other Latin
Anerican countries have had their currencies attacked before and at one
time or another, even econonies that are recogni sed as fundanental ly
strong, such as Hong Kong and Tai wan, have reel ed under the relentl ess

of fensive of currency traders. Just | ook at where the Russian econony is

t oday.

Currency trading may never touch the lives of Americans or the French
perhaps, but indirectly they still affect their livelihood. Sooner or
|ater, the fact that Ml aysia and other crises-hit countries are buying or
importing less will bring the poles of understanding closer. The fact is
that the kind of "stability" that currency traders produce is the profits
t hey make out of other people's sweat and blood. There is little to choose



between the activities of currency traders and the negative effects of
short-termcapital. The G7 countries within Apec nust be persuaded to
recogni se the facts of the matter. Protecting the currency traders, who
are nostly based in their countries, is not |ike harbouring terrorists.
But based on the worst-case scenario that could happen, it nay as well be.
I n Sout h- East Asia, nore than 20 nmillion people have |ost their sources of
i ncome because of the economic and financial crises that befell their
econom es. Indeed, if a lack of transparency and corrupt practices were
the cause of these economies' downfall, what does one call the secrecy in
the way currency traders do things and the soci o-econom ¢ corruption that
t hey brought on other countries and peopl es?
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