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Devel oped nations unwilling to change status quo

Har dev Kaur in Bangkok

BANGKOK, Fri: Devel oped countries appear reluctant to change t he status
quo in trade liberalisationand are unwilling to "anmend" the financia
architecture even as they continue to preach to devel opi ng countries the
"benefits" of |iberalisation and demand concessi ons.

Whi | e condemi ng devel opi ng countries for not |liberalising their
mar ket s, the devel oped countries thensel ves are not prepared to nmake
concessions for even the Least Devel oped Countries (LDCs).

Di sagreenments between t he devel oped and t he devel opi ng countries remain
and whi |l e nany had hoped that sone effort or progress woul d have been rmade
to inprove the environnent after the | essons of Seattle, the gulf remains.

M M chael Bailey, a senior policy adviser of Oxfam an i ndependent
organi sation, said: "The rhetoric has certainly inproved."

The US and t he European Union (EU) continue to balk at allow ng the
wor | d' s poorest "unconditional" nmarket access at the United Nations
Conference on Trade and Devel opment (Unctad) X being held here.

In addition efforts to reformthe financial architecture are being
hanper ed and bl ocked by maj or countries and players with vested i nterests.
The "Plan of Action" that is expected to be issued at the end of the
ni ne-day neeting here will be a nuch weaker and wat er ed- down versi on which

many nevertheless will trunpet as a "step forward".

I nst ead of seeking a change of the financial architecture which has
fail ed on numerous occasi ons, devel oped countries are only prepared to
seek "reforms of the financial institutions".

Even t he nunerous forums, groups and organi sations set up follow ng the
Asi an financial crisis in 1997 have made no progress on the proposed new
financial architecture.

In addition many crisis-hit countries such as Mal aysi a are not
represented in the organi sations, including the Goup of 20.

Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad in his keynote address to
Unctad X called for the effective participation of devel oping countries in
t he deci si on-maki ng process in all international institutions.

"The deci si on-maki ng process nust be transparent and nust reflect not
just the views of big business and bi g governnents but those of the
t hreatened smal | busi ness and smal | governnents as well,"™ Dr Mahathir
stressed.

Then agai n devel opi ng countries are not included or represented in the
deci si on- maki ng bodi es of the existing international financia
institutions. How are they to seek change and reforns in these
institutions?

A section of the Plan of Action, whichis to be rel eased tonorrow, that
calls for Unctad "to coordi nate with ot her international organisations for
reforms of nonitoring and regul atory systens and enhanced early warni ng
capabilities for dealing with the energence and spread of financia
crises" is still being resisted by devel oped countri es.

Unct ad X spokesman Habi b Qunae said the revised text may be "l ess
ambitious inits scope on commitnents of industrialised countries".

Unctad, with a nenbership of nore than 190 countries, including
devel oped and devel opi ng, and sone of the world's poorest, ains to provide
the anal ytical capabilities which will be greatly useful to the poor who
do not have the resources or the capabilities.

Sone devel oped countries want to maintain the status quo with the



overpowering i nfluence that they have in the Bretton Wods institutions -
the World Bank and the International Mnetary Fund (1 M).

This is despite the fact and evi dence that these institutions have not
been able to deal with the crises and had in fact made the crisis and the
economic situationin the affected countries worse than it shoul d have
been.

Del egat es from sone devel opi ng countries point out that Unctad providing
assi stance to the poor and coordinating with other "internationa
organi sati ons" woul d nean greater conpetition for the Bretton Wods
institutions. And this does not go down well wi th sone of the devel oped
countri es.

"There is a |l ot of hypocrisy and double talk," they point out.

Unctad wi || through its analytical work "assi st devel opi ng countries in
advanci ng their devel opnent objectives in ongoing refornms of the
i nternational financial institutions".

Thi s, according to some devel opi ng country del egates, is a clear
i ndi cation that the devel oped countries are not willing to change and "put
their nmoney where their mouth is".

They want the existing architecture to continue as it is, even though it
has proven to be ineffective. But it serves the interests of the devel oped
countries, they add.

O her issues that still continue to be a "problent are market access for
devel opi ng countries, especially access for "agricultural and i ndustri al
products of export interest to LDCs".

It has has been pointed out that the agricultural subsidies by devel oped
countries distort trade

Even Worl d Bank presi dent Janes Wl fenson sai d devel oped countries
i npose protection on agricultural inports fromdevel opi ng countires at
average rates nearly five times higher than protection on manufact ured
goods.

Renoval of tariffs on agricultural inports fromdevel opi ng countries
will go along way in assisting them Sone estimate that it will provide
an additional US$30 billion to US$45 billion (US$1 = RVB. 80) to devel opi ng
countries which will provide an i npetus for poverty alleviation and
devel opnent in devel oping countri es.

However, the devel oped countries, |led by the US, are reluctant to renove
the subsidies and the distorting tariffs and non-tariff barriers.

This is despite the fact that the high protection for the donestic food
i ndustry i n sone devel oped countri es hanpers di versification and val ue
added production in devel opi ng countri es.

The ot her issues that devel oped countries have been "preachi ng" and
"l ecturing” devel opi ng countries on - denocracy, good governance,
transparency, accountability and corruption - also remain unresol ved.

The North-South divide on the issues, especially the work of Unctad on
institutional reforns and capacity buil ding, continues to be evident.
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