21/ 10/ 2003

Apec should go back to basics

THE Asia Pacific Econonic Co-operation was formed with no other basic goa
than to pronote cl oser economi c co-operation anong its nenber countries.
There are enough substantive economic issues at hand to keep Apec rel evant
and busy w thout being sidetracked into other matters which are best
handl ed in other international foruns and organi sations. The 14-year-old
Apec is in danger of losing its focus and, as Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hir Mhamad has rightly said, the Apec Summit in Bangkok should
concentrate on fair and equitable trade. Expanding international comerce
by itself is not enough if the terns of trade remmin desperately unequal
and the interests of developing countries are conpromised in the pursuit
of so-called free trade. Devel oping countries do not want handouts, but
they do want and deserve a fair deal fromthe rich countries and equa
opportunities to acquire and nurture their technol ogy.

Free enterprise is fine in principle, but the reality is that the
playing field is not level. Apec should find ways to reduce the
di sadvantages in regional integration and trade |liberalisation for its
devel opi ng menber countries. The small industries and institutions in the
energi ng econom es of Apec are threatened by the big mnultinational
conpanies as nmarkets are prised open indiscrimnately. These are the
practical issues which should occupy the time and energy of Apec, not
security, mlitary and political nmatters.

Fighting terrorismis just as inportant to countries in the region as
the United States. But the obsession with global terrorismmy result in
Apec being inadvertently hijacked for purposes which it is not intended
for nor best equipped to do. The irony is that the so-called breeding
grounds of terrorismin the region can be closed down if Apec's origina
econoni c-oriented objectives succeed. There should be a conscious effort
to steer Apec back to these founding ains. |naction and indifference by
menber countries nay see Apec drift into a quasi-security and political
organi sation serving the agenda of a dom nant power and its partners
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