20/ 02/ 2000

Still much ado about nothing concerning trade |iberalisation

DEVELOPED countri es appear reluctant to change the status quo on trade
l'iberalisation and are unwilling to "anmend"” the financial architecture
even as they preach to devel oping countries the "benefits of

I'i beralisation” and demand concessi ons.

Whi | e condemmi ng devel opi ng countries for not liberalising their
mar kets, the devel oped countries thenselves are not prepared to nmake
concessi ons even for the Least Devel oped Countries (LDCs).

The di sagreenents between the devel oped and devel opi ng countries renain
and whil e many had hoped that sone effort or progress woul d have been nmade
to inprove the environnent after the |l essons fromSeattle, the "gulf
remai ns".

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

The United States (US) and the European Union (EU) continue to bal k at
the United Nations Conference on Trade and Devel opnent (Unctad) over
allowing the world's poorest - "unconditional" market access.

In addition efforts for refornms of the financial architecture are being
hanpered by maj or countries and players with vested interests.

The "Plan of Action" that is to be issued at the end of the eight-day
meeting in Bangkok will be a watered down versi on which many neverthl ess
will trunpet as a "step forward"

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

Even the nunerous forums, groups and organi sations set up follow ng the
Asian financial crisis in 1997 have nade no progress on the proposed new
architecture

In addition many crisis hit countries such as Ml aysia are not
represented in the organi sations including the Goup of 20.

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhamad in his keynote address to
Unctad X had called for the effective participation of devel opi ng
countries in the decision making process in all international
institutions.

"The deci si on maki ng process nust be transparent and must reflect not
just the views of big business and big Governments but those of the
threatened snmal |l business and small Governnments as well,"” Dr Mhathir had
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, sone asked.

A section in Unctad's Plan of Action, which was to be rel eased yesterday
for Unctad "to coordinate with other international organisations, for
reforms of nonitoring and regul atory systens and enhanced early warni ng
capabilities for dealing with the energence and spread of financial
crises" is still resisted by devel oped countri es.

Unctad with a nenbership of nore than 190 countries, including the
devel oped and devel opi ng and sone of the world's poorest, ains to provide
the anal ytical capabilities which would be greatly useful for the poor who
do not have the resources nor the capabilities to do so.

Some devel oped countries want to maintain the status quo with the over-



powering influence that they have in the Bretton Wods institutions - the
Worl d Bank and the International Mnetary Fund (1 M).

This is despite the fact and evidence that these institutions have not
been able to deal with the crises and had infact nmade the crisis and the
econom ¢ situation in the affected countries worse than it should have
been.

Some del egates from devel opi ng countries point out that with Unctad
provi di ng assi stance to the poor and coordi nating with other
"international organisations” it would nean greater conpetition for the
Bretton Wods institutions.

And this does not go down well with some of the devel oped countri es.
"There is a lot of hypocricy and double talk," they point out.

Unctad will through its analytical work "assist devel oping countries in
advanci ng their devel opment objectives in ongoing reforns of the
i nternational financial institutions".

This according to sone devel opi ng country del egates is a cl ear
i ndi cation that the devel oped countries are not willing to change and " put
their noney where their nouth 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.

Anong ot her issues that still continue to be a "problent are market
access for devel opi ng countries and especially access for "agricultura
and i ndustrial products of export interest to LDCs".

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

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

The work of Unctad on institutional reforms and capacity buil ding
however, continues to be evident.
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