05/ 09/ 1999

What ' s cooki ng at Apec summit?

TOO nuch gl oomi s unhel pful. But as things stand, it is hard to expect
anyt hi ng of substance that m ght orchestrate changes to the gl obal
financial systemfromthe Apec summit in New Zeal and next week.

W are in heartfelt agreement with I nternati onal Trade and I ndustry
M ni ster Datuk Seri Rafidah Aziz that it will not differ fromthe previous
meetings i n Vancouver and Kual a Lunpur. This is the tragedy of
i nternational confabul ations on new financial architecture which do not go
beyond articulating the need for it. Could Apec be different fromthese
i nternational organisations? Doubtless, it has cone a | ong way si nce t he
i naugural mnisterial neeting in Australia in 1989.

But not far enough. It could lend its collective weight to reformthe
gl obal financial systemthrough specific neasures designed to ensure
transparency and accountability in the operations of the econonic agents
involved in the capital flows. Its econom c co-operation programe coul d
be expanded not nerely to come up with ideas to deal with financial crisis
(i deas were aplenty in the last two sunmits) but to inplenment ngjor
financial initiatives. As the sole organi sation conprisingall the crisis-
ri dden econonies, it could have been nore than a nmere bystander as the
regional crises unfolded since md-1997. It shoul d have seized on the
occasionto establishits rel evance to econom es pul veri sed to ashes by
currency specul ati on.

It squandered the chance. As observed by Rafidah, Apec had a very good
chance to "very strongly cone up wi th sonet hing that peopl e coul d accept
at that point of time (the Vancouver neeting) and to start the ball
rolling" and as for the subsequent neeting in Kual a Lunmpur, maj or powers
wi t hin t he organi sati on showed caution in pushing for the regul ati on of
t he financi al systemwhen they coul d have purposeful ly stated their case
for reform The vested i nterests of certain nenbers prevented t he Apec
forumprocess fromparticipating actively or comng up with ideas to
restructure the system Her coment that Apec i s not coming up with any
i dea appears to be true. It seens i npotent, maybe desperately i n need of
Vi agra or Tongkat Ali potion to shake it fromits stupor.

The truth is there is a huge gulf in econonic thinking among its
menbers. The call for its rolein restructuring the systemis net by a
standard answer - Apec is a forumprocess, not an institution. So,
Apecnom cs i s driven by the econom c interests of the United States and
cl ose allies. Apecnom cs does not equal Asianom cs. This is why Mal aysi a
has renewed its call for the setting up of an East Asia Econom c Caucus,
as done by Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad i n his recent
trip to China and now, by Rafidah.

Bot h Japan and Chi na nmust take the | eadership challenge in formnulating
an Asi an stand and nore i nportant, working together for what we call
Asi anom cs whi ch enbrace free market but understand fromhard experi ence
the vital need for regulation in international capital market and
adj ustnents or corrections to the liberalisation process. Call it a new
deal for Asia. dobal capitalismis unequivocally understood to be
Anerican capitalismandit is |argely noved by, what Col unbi a University's
Bhagwati calls, the Wall Street-US Treasury-1 M- conplex. Not even in the
nane of ~human rights' will anyone fight for Asia's econom c i nterests.
Asia must rise with or without Apec.

There i s nmuch that Apec coul d have done but did not do or will not do.



Worse, with nost countries recovering fromthe crisis, many nmenbers feel
that Apec i s now not an appropriate place to discuss refornms to the
system The current cal mmasks the acute need for gl obal financi al
reforms. Apec can be a prinme nover in the restructuring of the financial
system If only US and Japan will allowthe slunbering reformst spirit of
Apec to awake. Until then, we knowwhat it did |ast sunmit and t he next
summi t .
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