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Free trade nmust benefit al

I F JAPAN i s worried about the Asia Pacific Econom ¢ Cooperation (Apec)
forumbeing used to force it to liberalise its trade, nost others should
shoul d be worried as well. Ml aysi a has expressed concern about forced
liberalisation in the formof the so-called I evel playing field since the
Bogor sunmt of Apec |eaders. Qthers have shared this sentinment since, but
none with as big an econonic presence as Japan and certainly none with
such a |l oudly audi bl e voice. Such concerns will continue to be expressed
as long as there are governments within Apec that intend to use the forum
to pronote their own agenda instead of the collective interests of the
grouping. In the past, such efforts have been so blatant as to ignore the
nature of Apec as a forumof consensus. Thus, the agreement reached by the
Apec trade mnisters in Kuching on Tuesday - that there will be sone
flexibility in the inplenmentation of an early trade liberalisation plan -
is conforting i ndeed.

This flexibility, in the formof |onger inplenentation periods al so
takes into account the broader goal of maxim sing nutual benefits and the
need to nmaintain the bal ance of interests between the East and the West.
Yet the crucial question remains as to whether the West will be willing to
gi ve devel opi ng countries the breathing space to do so and wit hout
resorting to the twisting of arns. The plan for early voluntary
liberalisation is supposed to begin next year and covers trade in nine
priority sectors (fish and forest products, chenicals, energy,
envi ronment al goods and services, gens and jewel |l ery, nedical equipnent
and instruments, toys and tel ecommuni cations) and six other areas. It is
part of a bigger schene which ains for free trade in the Pacific region by
the year 2020. By enbracing this new world econonic trend, devel opi ng
nations must at |east position thenselves to ensure that participation
wi Il be beneficial

Ensuring a fair playing field is not an easy task, but this is nmade al
the nore difficult with Asia being beset by econonic woes. Mi ntai ni ng
fair play in a borderless world also nmeans it is relatively easy for any
i ndi vidual country to |l ose out should its econony take a tunble. Should
thi s happen, the consequences for the unfortunate nation would be dire.
Wil e Mal aysi a supports trade liberalisation, Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr
Mahat hir Mohamad has al so made it clear that the Government plans to
protect both its national as well as econonmic interests. Liberalisation
shoul d not lead to giant conglonerates fromthe US and Europe being able
to randomy cripple snmall conpanies in Mlaysia and ot her devel opi ng
countries. This is not only agai nst Mal aysia's phil osophy of devel opnent
but also in direct contradiction to the new world econoni ¢ order thene
espoused by the West. The best and indeed, only feasible approach to trade
|'i beralisation nust ensure the protection of each nation's economc
wel | bei ng.

The Apec decision to allow flexibilily in the inplenmentation of an early
trade |iberalisation plan is the only possible one to take. For to expect
all nations, irrespective of their econonic capabilities to |iberalise at
the sane tinme is bordering on the ridiculous. True, trade |liberalisation
does have its nmerits, but to inplenent it post-haste is to perhaps chart a
course for disaster. The dismantling of trade barriers is a conplex task
not | east because it will inpact donestic industries and their revenues
which in turn will affect a nation's econony. It is vital therefore that



devel oping countries be allowed to consider what sectors they are ready to

i beralise and those where they are ill-equipped to do so. They nust be
able to fine-tune their econonmies for the inplenentation of the "l evel
playing field". If devel oping nations are not allowed to do this, the

| evel playing field will turn out to be an extrenely rough pitch where not
only their conpani es and economes will suffer, but also their popul aces.
( END)
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