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Apec' s brave new worl d agenda conplicated by failure of WO
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FACED with t he hercul ean task of putting the Asia-Pacific Economc
Co-operation on a firmfooting for the newnillennium senior officials
from 21 economni es begin their deliberations today.

Li ke nost international conferences, the officials will set the tone for
the Apec M nisterial nmeeting on Nov 12 and 13 fol | owed by the | eaders
summt on Nov 15 and 16.

Tiny but oil-rich Brunei which has taken over the annual rotating
chai rmanshi p of Apec, seens ready to shoul der the responsibility of having
to kickstart the group's long-termgoal of free trade and i nvest ment
across the Pacific R mby 2020.

The task has been made difficult with the failure of the Wrld Trade
Organi sation | ast Decenber to | aunch a newround of trade negoti ati ons.

There was hope anbng sone nenbers of Apec on the new round, where they
wanted to market to the world a nodel fast track |iberalisation plan
covering nine key sectors, including forestry and fishing, worth nore than
US$1.5 trillion (RVb. 7 trillion).

But because of stiff opposition, particularly fromJapan Apec, which
oper ates by consensus, failed to adopt the accel erated trade
l'i beralisation.

Apec had al so postponed debate on elininating tariffs under the fast
track plan until |ast Decenber's Seattle WIOninisterial talks, whereit
had hoped to obtain provisional agreenent.

Under the agreenment, the plan has to be i npl emented at once but not to
be binding until the WIO negotiating round is conpl et ed.

But due to many di sputes, the new WIO round coul d not be | aunched.

The 2010 deadl i ne for devel oped countries and 2020 for devel opi ng
nations to achieve trade |iberalisation has al so been hanpered by
nushr oom ng regi onali smand free trade arrangenents.

Si ngapore has signed a free trade agreenent with New Zeal and, and is
negotiating with other partners for sinilar arrangenents.

The North American Free Trade Agreenent (Nafta) and t he European Uni on
continue to practice protectionism especially intrade sectors |ike
fisheries and agriculture which neans a | ot to devel opi ng economi es.

Apec econoni es account for 60 per cent of gl obal econonic output and
sone 46 per cent of world trade. Thus, matters relating to trade will be
hi gh on the agenda at this neeting.

The nmeeting, the last for United States President Bill dinton and the
first for his Russian counterpart Viadimr Putin, will also deliberate on
e-commerce and the high oil prices which nay put the brakes on Asian
econom es trying to regai n econom ¢ nonentumafter the 1997 fi nanci al
crisis. But thisis a topic which host Brunei, itself a oil-reliant
economny, nmay want to avoi d.

The issue of oil prices will be a tricky subject as the forumhas to
avoi d upsetting major oil exporters such as Russia, Mexico and | ndonesi a
who have gai ned fromthe current price escal ati on.

It is apotentially divisive issue which will see Apec nudge rather than
push for a stable pricing regine.

The meeting will also seek a solution to narrowthe digital divide
bet ween the North and Sout h.

Devel opi ng economi es within Apec are seeki ng hel p fromadvanced
countries to boost the information technol ogy skills of their workforce.



An agreenent on how t he devel oped econoni es can hel p boost the I T sector
i n devel opi ng countries will be one area which will be di scussed.

Leaders are al so expected to pl edge that every person in the region
shoul d have access to the Internet by the year 2010.

The group plans to double or even triple the nunmber of people in the
regi on who have Internet access by 2005.

One focus of the summit will be howto strengthen the econom c systens
of each Apec menber to cope with the I T revol ution.

To narrow the I T divide between the richer countries and the poorer
ones, the | eaders will consider setting up | ocal Internet centres, evenin
thinly popul at ed areas of devel opi ng countries, to expand t he nunber of
people in the region with access to the Internet.

This will be the first tine that IT issues have been placed on the
agenda for Apec.

But pl agued by suspi ci on on one side and never-endi ng sense of
i mperialismon the other, del egates worry that fears of hi dden agenda nmay
hanper the deci sion-nmaking process.

Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad, entrusted by t he Brunei
chai rmanshi p to speak for Asian nenbers, had said that gl obalisation and
t he danger that it poses would be raised at the sunmit.

He had said that "devel oped countries consi der globalisation as
sonet hi ng good, but it may not be good for us."

Dr Mahathir has frequently expressed fears that unregul at ed
gl obal i sati on coul d usher in a newera of economni c col oni sation by the
Weést .

Besi des Dr Mahathir, Cinton and Putin, the other | eaders who will be
attending the neeting will include Chinese President Jiang Zen n and
Japanese Prinme M nister Yoshiro Mori

As | eaders fromthe 21 nenber economies will gather in Bandar Seri
Begawan, the host Government has taken neasures to ensure that the neeting
ends incident free.

The bi ggest security m ssion ever nmounted i n Brunei went into operation
on Wednesday.

Nearly 4, 000 police and sol di ers, including a specially forned squad of
wonen riot police, have been marshalled to protect the week-1ong forum

Gat herings of world | eaders have attracted environmentalists, rights
activists and opponents of globalisation, particularly inthe past year
since the WO talks in Seattle.

Apec groups Australia, Brunei, Canada, Chile, China, Hong Kong,

I ndonesi a, Japan, South Korea, Ml aysia, Mexico, New Zeal and, Papua New
Qui nea, Peru, the Philippines, Russia, Singapore, Taiwan, Thail and, United
States and Vi et nam
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