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SI NGAPORE, Dec 9 (Bernama) -- The first biennial Wrld Trade
Organi sation (WO) Mnisterial Conference just started today and its
di rector general Renato Ruggiero is already hoping for a high-profile
cel ebration of the 50th anniversary of the nmultilateral trading system at
t he begi nning of 1998.

"I't would be a unique occasion not just to cel ebrate one of the nmgjor
i nternational success stories of our time, but also to | ook ahead into the
fast-noving prospects of the new century," he said at the conference here
t oday.

The multilateral trading systembegan in 1948 with the inception of the
General Agreenent on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) in Geneva. Since then, world
trade grew 16-fold and is forecasted to increase to 22-fold by 1998.

Ruggi ero said the inaugural M nisterial Conference here opened a new
i mportant chapter of economc history after the conpletion of the Uruguay
Round.

Speaking on the WIQ, he said the unity of industrialised, devel oping,
| east - devel oped and transition econoni es was the nost val uabl e asset of the
organi sati on of sone 128 countries.

He noted, however, the unity was still a fragile one and needed to be
strengt hened t hrough reachi ng agreenent on issues that were stil
outstanding in terns of the Mnisterial Declaration

"Though they (the outstanding issues) are few in nunber, their
political sensitivity is undeniable," he said.

Acting United States Trade Representative Charl ene Barshefsky said if
the WIO coul d succeed in negotiations on information technol ogy, basic
tel ecommuni cati ons services and financial services, it could build the
infrastructure for a nore interconnected gl obal econony of the 21th
century.

Stressing the rapid technol ogi cal change, she said: "W salute the
foresight of Prime Mnister (Datuk Seri Dr.) Mahathir Mhamed for his
vision to establish the Multinmedia Super Corridor plan that will lead to an
I nformati on Technol ogy city of 100,000 i nhabitants as well as the creation
of the world's first paperless national governnent by the year 2000."

The Informati on Technol ogy Agreement (I TA) would be the first concrete
denonstration of the WIO s ability to nove forward, she added.

On the proposed broadeni ng of the WO agenda, Barshefsky said the

United States was "willing to go along with others who wish to begin a
nodest work progranme in the areas of investnent and conpetition."
She al so said that WO should, "in cooperation with the Internationa

Labour Organi sation, examine in greater detail the inportant nexus between
trade and | abour standards."

"W believe strongly that increased trade and the econonic growth that
it brings should al so engender greater respect for the basic rights which
are the focus of our core | abour standards proposal,"” she added.

Eur opean Conmi ssi on vi ce-president Leon Brittan spoke on the
i npl ement ati on of obligations which he said "has gone surprisingly well."

The dispute settlenment systemhad lived up to expectations in providing
an effective basis for a peaceful resolution of disputes, he said.

He al so said the European Union (EU) was ready to make conmitnents to
open further its market to inports fromall |east devel oped countri es.

The EU woul d al so study the different options advanced in the plan of



action.

"W want to define in a coordinated way, in the WIQ, concrete
contributions by all involved for early inplenmentation,” Brittan said and
call ed on WO nmenbers to nake simlar pledge.

Looki ng ahead, he said, the WIO nust nake financial services a
permanent part of its disciplines and pick up new subjects |ike investnent
and conpetition.

On environent protection and | abour standards, he said: "The results of
the WIiO s work to-date fall short of our expectations. WIO s credibility is
at stake, and there is much to do.

"The | anguage emerging so far on trade and | abour standards respects
the concerns of those who are worried that discussion of this subject could
be a cloak for protectionism W share the desire to ensure that, that
shoul d not and will not happen." -- BERNANVA
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