16/ 10/ 1997
Fi ne-tuni ng Asean commitments to better economic ties

Ani s Kami |

JUDG NG by the preparatory neeting of senior officials that began on
Monday, a busy agenda is expected for the 29th Asean Economic M nisters
meeting starting today.

The AEMis significant in the inplenentation of the Asean Free Trade
Area (Afta) - the region's resolve to create an attractive single free
mar ket where tariffs woul d be between zero and five per cent by 2003.

I nternational Trade and Industry Mnister, Datuk Seri Rafidah Aziz, has
said 93 per cent or 40,755 tariff lines of the original six nmenbers are
al ready included for tariff reductions.

She added that over 85 per cent of intra-Asean trade is currently
bet ween zero and five per cent under the Conmon Effective Preferenti al
Treat nent (CEPT) schene.

Asean, which groups Brunei, |ndonesia, Laos, Ml aysia, Myanmar, the
Phi | i ppi nes, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam is expected to have a
consurmer nmarket in excess of 500 million people by the end of the decade
and over a billion people by 2020.

This would be first tinme the AEM to be opened by Prine M nister Datuk
Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohanad, woul d be attended by Trade M nisters from
Myanmar and Laos, which were admitted in July at the 30th Asean
M ni sterial Meeting.

Asean secretary-general Datuk Ajit Singh said both countries had
subm tted a good package on their countries' contribution to the CEPT. He
bel i eves that Myanmar, especially, may be able to join Afta earlier than
its deadline.

Myanmar and Laos will have 10 years beginning Jan 1, 1998 to join Afta.

"Myanmar has submitted not just a conpl ete package, but a good one at
that. It has gone beyond what we have asked of them" said Ajit.

Canbodi a, whose nmenbership to Asean has been deferred indefinitely due
to the political situation in the country, would attend the neeting as an
observer.

Since Monday, top officials led by International Trade and Industry
M nistry secretary-general Tan Sri Asmat Kanmal udin, and officials fromthe
Trade and Industry Mnistries of the Asean countries and the Asean
secretariat fromJakarta had been fine-tuning commtnents by the
respective nenbers to tearing down tariffs.

Products are not the only aspect of |iberalisation under Afta. The AEM
will also discuss the liberalisation of trade services. There are seven
areas that will be discussed - tourism telecomunications, air and
maritime services, construction, business, professional and financi al
servi ces.

Anot her aspect of Afta that is expected to be finalised at the neeting
is the Asean Notification Procedure which will nmake it al nobst inpossible
for the private sector to pressure Governnments to raise tariffs or ban
i mports.

The notification procedure expected to be signed today will only all ow
menber countries to tenporarily raise tariffs or ban inports if they have
"donesti c econoni c energenci es".

Asmat said the senior econonmic officials were updated on the progress of
the Asean Investnent Area (AIA). The AlAis one of the schenes under Afta
whi ch was introduced to make the region nore attractive for Foreign Direct
| nvest ment .



The AEMwi Il also hold dialogues with officials fromJapan's Mnistry of
I nternational Trade and | ndustry, Cl oser Econom ¢ Rel ations (CER)
countries of Australia and New Zeal and and Sout hern Africa Devel opnent Co-
operation ( SADC).

Informal talks are al so expected to be held with China and Sout h Korea.

Asean and Japanese Economi c Mnisters are expected to discuss nenber
country's individual as well as the group's trade inbal ance with Japan.
Japan is the group's single largest trading partner. The trade inbal ance
| ast year was US$21.6 billion (RML51.8 billion) in Japan's favour.

Asean- CER wi I | di scuss pronoting private sector network between the two
and joint ventures and co-operation with third countries. Asean and SADC
wi | | consi der enhanci ng co-operation between the two regions.

The Mekong Basi n Devel oprment Co-operation is another topic that will be
di scussed at the neeting. It is hoped that this project will help create
enpl oynment, generate incone and raise the standard of living for countries
in the area.

The neeting comes at a tinme when the Asean econonies, especially that of
| ndonesi a, the Philippines, Thailand and host Ml aysia, are being severely
tested due to the manipul ati ve and specul ati ve attacks on their
currenci es.

G ven the nagnitude of the problemand the difficulty Asean countries
woul d face in conbating it al one, Ml aysia would propose for the AEMto
consi der, possibly, conmon strategies to deal with the issue.

Accordi ng to Rafidah, Ml aysia has prepared a paper to be di scussed at
the neeting to counter this problem

"I would like to get feedback fromother countries, howthey are
managi ng and what are their ideas towards an Asean co-nmanagenent of this
problemfor the future.

"W will know what neasures they have taken donestically, share
experiences and conme to sonme form of understanding to see how we go from
here," she said.

Rafi dah al so said the strategies to be discussed would not only
conmpl enent Mal aysi a's proposal to the International Mnetary Fund on the
regul ati on of hedge funds, but al so add an Asean perspective.

Utimtely, Rafidah enphasised the issue woul d be taken up by the
region's Finance Mnisters who are expected to neet in Decenber before
Asean's 30t h anniversary cel ebrations.

I ndonesi an Assistant M nister of Industry BechrumS. Herehup, however,
believes the currency problemis not only an Asean i ssue, but al so an
i nternational one.

He said I ndonesia would support Ml aysia's efforts at the AEM and t hat
Phi | i ppi ne President Fidel Ranps' proposal for an Asean Monetary Facility
was al so a good i dea.

True to the Asean spirit, he added: "W wi |l give our co-operation
because it is a problemwe all face together".

( END)
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