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BANDAR SERI BEGAWAN, Nov 17 (Bernama) -- A new nood and nonentum
prevail ed at the just-concluded Asia-Pacific Econom ¢ Cooperation (APEC)
Forum neetings and sumit in oil-rich Brunei.

Al t hough the smallest in size anong APEC nmenbers, Brunei and its ruler,
Sultan Haji Hassanal Bol ki ah, rose to the occasi on despite sone doubts cast
on their ability to pull it off earlier

The summit in the sultanate was incident-free and not sidelined by
ot her issues |ike what happened i n Auckl and | ast year when the sunmt was
di stracted by the East Tinor issue.

Leaders can claimthat the Brunei APEC summit has been one of the best
in ternms of concrete outcones.

For Mal aysia, its biggest achievenent was the ability to drive hone the

point to other APEC econonmies -- both big and small -- that a fresh round
of Wirld Trade Organisation (WO tal ks cannot materialise until and unl ess
a credi bl e agenda acceptable to all is set out first.

Asi a-Pacific | eaders seened to have buried their differences and agreed
to Mal aysia's request for setting an agenda first except that they have
gone one step further by saying that the "agenda and a new round shoul d
bot h comence in 2001."

Some might claimthat it is a victory for the U S., Australia and ot her
devel oped nations which wanted a deadline to start a fresh round of trade
tal ks agai nst Mal aysia's insistence of an agenda in place first.

No doubt, there is a deadline now (2001), but then again, you can't
have a new round wi t hout an agenda first. Washi ngton and Canberra had to
accede to general consensus in the end. Hence a "win-win" situation for
everybody when the deliberations concl uded.

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhanad, representing Ml aysia at
the | eaders' sunmit, said Apec nmenbers, especially devel opi ng econom es,
agreed to a newround in 2001 on condition that an agenda was in pl ace
first.

Credit nust go to International Trade and Industry M nister Datuk Ser
Rafi dah Aziz for her relentless efforts and constant rem nder to her APEC
col | eagues to agree on an "adopt an agenda first, talk later" stance.

And several APEC econom es quietly supported Mal aysia's stand on the
basis of its validity. Kuala Lunmpur's logic for an "agenda first, talk
later” platformwas nmainly to safeguard the interests of smaller econom es,
gi ven the many unresol ved i ssues resulting fromthe U uguay Round, which
preceded t he WIO.

But many of these econonies chose not to be vocal on the natter and | et
Mal aysi a do the tal king. And Mal aysia did admirably.

When a beani ng Rafidah energed fromthe mnisterial neeting, she
said,"That is good. It just proves that we are right and APEC has seen
Mal aysia's point, | amglad they have taken this step."

More inmportantly, what nust be done nowis for all WO nenbers to
muster political will and exercise flexibility to ensure that they agree on
the contents of the agenda or el se the new round woul d not be able to take
of f.

Dr Mahathir also rightly pointed out that neetings anong the few
sel ect ed devel oped nations on the sidelines of the collapsed Seattle WO
meeting | ast Decenber were not beneficial as these were not fornma
meet i ngs.



"They come up with decisions and force them upon the 140- nenber WO "
he sai d.

As an organi sed institution, the Geneva-based trade body shoul d
function in an orderly manner. Devel opi ng countries have nuch to gain from
the right representations they make to WO

The not - so-devel oped econoni es shoul d not be cowed by the big players
who want to call the shots all the tine and force everything down the
former's throats.

Anot her feather in the cap for Malaysia at this year's APEC sunmit cane
in the formof recognition for its call on reforns to the internationa
financial architecture. This point obviously received wi der acceptance
anong APEC economies this tine around since it was nentioned i n Paragraph
Ni ne of the Leaders' Declaration.

A sweet victory indeed considering the fact that Malaysia was a victim
of law essness in international financial markets when rogue currency
specul ators attacked the ringgit.

Mal aysia feels that it is in the interest of every econony in APEC,
especially the smaller ones, to have a secure and stabl e financi al
environment so that they can fend off attacks from such nanipul at ors.

Mal aysi a has been driving home this point ever since it was hit by the
regional financial crisis of 1997-98. This forced the governnent to adopt
sel ective capital controls, which included pegging the ringgit against the
US dollar at RMB. 80, a nove which has worked well in the country's favour
now that its econony has rebounded.

Anot her interesting point emanating fromthis year's neeting was the
call to APEC Forumthat listening is a virtue. The APEC Busi ness Advi sory
Council (ABAC), the region's private sector voice, stressed that it is wse
for the APEC Forumto listen to grouses of businesses.

In a clarion call to the APEC Forumto be nore business-Ilike, ABAC has
asked governments to cut the rhetoric and get things nmoving quickly.

There is nerit in this argunent because it would bol ster the region's
econony and bring its 21 diverse econonies cl oser, says ABAC

Sinmply put, the private sector wants nore action, not nore rules, to
push APEC f orwar d.

But only time will tell whether APEC, nowon to its 11th year, would
pare down the tal k and becone nore action-oriented.

By the time the | eaders neet again in Shanghai next year, both sides --
governnent and private -- hope that many initiatives declared in Brunei may
be translated into action

Such processes nust benefit not just a few econom es or sone
transnati onal conpanies or a few people. The whol e regi onal comunity nust
benefit. That would be the best outcone for the APEC Forumto counter the
occasional heavy fire that the grouping is irrelevant. -- BERNAVA
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