16/ 09/ 1998
PEBC prefers early trade |iberalisation: Sohnen

Adel i ne Ong

THE Paci fi ¢ Basi n Econom ¢ Council (PBEC) would |ike to see trade

| i beralisation happen sooner than later, its chairman M Hel nut Sohmen
sai d.

He said that although PBECis conmmitted to free trade by 2020, trade
liberalisation by 2020 i s mai nly an Apec (Asia Pacific Econom c
Cooperati on) vision.

As busi nessnen, we at PBEC woul d |ike trade |iberalisation to happen
sooner. Each country shoul d deci de when they can |i beralise. The Apec
timetable is a suggestion.

Many countries arewillingto liberaliseunilaterally. However, once
countries are in a grouping, they nay decide to get into a negotiating
posi tion.

"Then, they may not want to open up because they would want to wait and
decide howto play their cards. Therefore, logically, the negotiating
process m ght sl owdown the Iiberalisation which governnents may deci de to
do earlier."”

"On the other hand, with a grouping |i ke Apec, for instance, sone
countries may feel pressurised to liberalised earlier due to the grouping.
That woul d be a trade-of f," Sohnen tol d Business Tines in Kuala Lunpur

PBEC i s an associ ati on of seni or busi ness | eaders representing nore than
1, 200 busi nesses in 20 econoni es, including Ml aysi a. PBEC menbers account
for nore than US$4.25 trillion (US$1 = RMB. 80) in gl obal sal es and enpl oy
nmore than 10.9 nillion people.

Asked about the contradictions on liberalisationthat arise between the
US and Japan, Sohnen said that Americans often play dual roles

"They are very strong in pushing for liberalisationincertain sectors
and are al so good in forcing other countries in other issues. Equally in
certaininstitutions, the USis very protectionist.

"You can see that in the Uuguay Round... certain sectors where the US
absolutely refuse for trade liberalisation. My own i ndustry, maritinme
shipping, is still excluded in the World Trade Organi sati on.

"The US is not 100 per cent consistent in all their policies. | guess
they al so have their national interest to protect since they are such a
| arge econony, " Sohnen sai d.

He expl ai ned that the situationis different in Japan sinceit is a
traditional country where things are done on a concensus basi s.

Deci sions are not made qui ckly in Japan. Any changes of any sort nust
cone t hrough concensus. Backed to a wall, the Japanese will npve even
sl ower.

"Therefore, the nore agressive the Anericans becone, the sl ower the
Japanese wi || nmove. However, we have to acknow edge that the Japanese has
cone a long way in opening up its businesses," he said.

When asked what PBEC s vi ews were on the new capital control neasures
i ntroduced by Prine M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohanmad recently,
Sohnen said that while not everybody agrees with Dr Mahathir's policy, it
is afirmpolicy.

"On the one hand, it shows | eadership, strength and commtnent to | ead
which is inportant. Whether you want to criticise policy on thereotical or
phi | osophi cal grounds i s one thing.

"There is a lot of talk and defensiveness and pre-occupation w th other
things. It is very inportant for the | eaders to do sonething - |ike Dr



Mahat hi r did," he said.

Sohnmen added t hat al t hough thereotically, PBEC cannot reconmend t he
nmeasures i ntroduced by Mal aysi a because as general it clashesw th PBEC s
basic beliefs (liberalisation and | ess controls).

However, he said that PBEC recogni ses the special situation and t he new
policies would help re-establish the econony.

"Hopeful |y, the new Mal aysi an neasures woul d see sone result, and hope
that it woul d provide | eadership to other countries so that there can be
nore stability in the region.”

"Unfortunately, the facts are such that we shoul d not expect quick
solutions to the problens.”

On PBEC, Sohren said that the nmenbership of the organisationis simlar
to the menbership of the Asia Pacific Econom c Cooperation (Apec).

W are tracking the Apec process to a certain extent but PBECis much
ol der than Apec. Therefore, Apec bei ng younger gets a greater share of
publicity and funding.

PBEC gets a budget which relies on contribution, nenbership fees and we
do not quite get the financial clout Apec gets being Governnents and
deci si on nmakers. The organi sation is based on national conmmttees in each
country that supports the | ocal nenbership," he said.

The PBEC organi sation was formed in 1967, and | aid the foundation of the
Apec forum
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