20/ 10/ 2003

Focus should be on trade issues

TERRORI SM threatens to overshadow trade at the Asia Pacific Econonic Co-
operation (Apec) Summit in Bangkok because US President George W Bush has
signalled his intention to put the so-called war on terror at its centre-
stage. The United States is proposing that Apec nenbers adopt counter-
terrorism measures to block the novenent of weapons, such as Man-Portable
Air Defence Systens (Manpad) and surface-to-air mssiles, used by
terrorists, and to inplenent steps to respond to bio-terrorism

This is an unwel cone devel opnment for the forum of 21 countries which was
devel oped to address econonic issues in the Asia-Pacific region. The forum
should not be turned into a security conference. Prine Mnister Datuk Seri
Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad has urged that it return to its original objectives,
for which much remains to be done. As International Trade and |ndustry
M ni ster Datuk Seri Rafidah Aziz said, political and security issues
shoul d not be brought into the already heavy Apec agenda. There are ot her
avenues to address such concerns. "W should not overload Apec with new

i ssues that are beyond are capacity to nmanage well, or risk spreading our
capacity too thin," she pointed out. Apec would then be unable to do
justice to the core issues such as trade and investnent |iberalisation, e-

comrerce, small-and-nedi umindustry devel opnent, business nobility, and
econormi ¢ research.

Apec, indeed, has enough on its plate right now, nore than it can chew,
as Rafidah pointed out. If at all the issue of terrorismis brought into
the picture, Apec should look at its inpact on trade rather than neet the
donestic considerations of economies like the US. Terrorismis Bush's
agenda. It should not be allowed to beconme Apec's.

Neither should it serve the free trade agenda of the devel oped econom es
for the further liberalisation of the devel oping econonies. There is no
need to speed up the time-frame for the Iowering of trade barriers set in
the 1994 Bogor GCoals. Mreover, as Rafidah pointed out, the tinetable is
not binding. "If you could achieve it, fine. If you couldn't for whatever
reason, nobody was going to penalise you and you were not going to be
worse of f." Consensus, not binding rules, should remain the Apec approach
to deci si on- maki ng.
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