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ASEAN TO SHI FT | NTO HI GH GEAR TO KI CK- START ECONOWY

By: Abdul Miin Abdul Mijid

HANO , Dec 14 (Bernama) -- Asean | eaders are expected to show their
resol ve to hasten regi onal econonic recovery by unveiling concrete | ong and
short-termmeasures when their summit starts here tonorrow.

The ni ne-menber regional grouping is mred inits worst economc crisis
inits 31-year-old history, sone grappling with recession, soaring prices
and millions jobless.

Concerned over the economic fall-out, the | eaders would take definitive
steps to allay the fears of many that Asean would be |l ag behind in the
gl obal marketplace if it does not shift into high gear to reverse the
si tuati on.

To resuscitate their economies, the | eaders are expected to stanp their
approval on plans to expedite the Asean Free Trade Area (Afta) to dismantle
tariffs and address declining Foreign Direct Investnments (FDI) into the
region.

Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad, who had | ong propagat ed
that unity is a vital antidote to overcone the region's econom c woes, is
scheduled to arrive here today for the two-day sunmt.

Asean foreign and economc mnisters, who net jointly yesterday, said
in a statenent that the Hanoi Declaration, to be issued at the end of the
summ t, woul d denponstrate Asean's political will and unrelenting efforts to
strengthen its unity and cooperation to bring about an early economc
recovery.

Al so, the leaders are to give the green light to the Asean Statenent on
Bol d Measures, setting out ways and neans to further inprove Asean's trade
and i nvestment environnent as well as enhance intra-regi onal economc
i ntegration anong nmenbers and with non- Asean countri es.

Di pl omats i n Hanoi recognise the inportance for Asean to regain its
position as anong the |l eading attractive i nvestnment destinations to rebuild
the econony affected by the turnoil, precipitated by the currency crisis in
July | ast year.

FDI inflows into Asean declined by 39.7 percent to US$19 billion
(RMB. 80=US$1. 00) | ast year conpared with US$31.4 billion in 1996.

They sai d Asean was planning to offer nore incentives such as tax
wai vers and special equity structure to potential investors in efforts to
restore their confidence in the region.

To enhance its attractiveness, the grouping is expected to i nprove on
the Asean Investnment Area (AIA) and the Asean Industrial Cooperation
schenes.

Wth regards to trade, all is not snmooth sailing with differing views
energi ng on how best to approach the proposed accel eration of the Afta
process at the preparatory neetings in the run-up to the summt.

The ministers are expected to reconvene tonight to iron out the
differences with Malaysia to be represented by International Trade and
I ndustry M nister Datuk Seri Rafidah Aziz, who could not make it to the two
earlier neetings, due to prior commtnments in Kuala Lunpur.

The i npl enmenting mechanismfor Afta is the Cormon Effective
Preferential Tariff (CEPT) schene, which ains to elininate tariffs of
products traded in the region by the year 2003 for npost Asean nenbers.

An Asean di pl omat contended that accelerating the tinme-table of its
i npl ement ati on was one thing, but what was nore inportant is the nunber of
products that were placed in the inclusion list for tariff reduction.



Asean still has 836 tariff lines placed under the General Exception
(GE) list which are excluded fromthe CEPT concessi ons.

Brunei topped the list with 239 foll owed by Vietnam (131) and Si ngapore
(120). Mal aysia has 63 tariff Iines under the GE |ist.

The products were excluded for a nunber of reasons such as protection
to the national security, health, social and noral preservation as well as
the protection of animal and plant life.

"But why should you put things like tyres on the GE |ist?" asked the
di pl omat, adding that there should be a common |ist so that no one woul d be
di sadvantaged with the accel eration of Afta.

Anot her inportant docunent to be released at the end of the summt --

t he Hanoi Plan of Action to Inmplenent Asean Vision 2020 -- will spell out
concrete and feasi ble progranmes to speed up economi c recovery, strengthen
intra-Asean trade integration, pronote sub-regi onal devel opnent and human
resour ces.

A di pl omat said: "For Asean to recover, it needs to be a |large
i ntegrated nmarket rather than a snmall fragnmented one."

The action plan would al so cover the mtigation of the social inpact of
the crisis and pay attention to the environnment issue, he said.

Fi nanci al ai d packages for Asean would certainly conme up during the
Asean | eaders' neeting with Japanese Prinme M nister Keizo Cbhuchi, one of
the three Asean di al ogue partners to be present in Hanoi.

He is expected to unveil at the summit a yen credit package worth about
one trillion yen (about US$8.3 billion) for troubled Asian countries, which
woul d be wel coned in helping to raise liquidity.

He woul d al so touch on the US$30 billion Japanese package initiated by
Fi nance M nister Kiichi Myazawa to assist recovery efforts for Asia.
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