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Avital role for Singapore in Asean trade relations

Tan Sri Ramon Navar at nam

THE ongoi ng di scussi ons between the US and Si ngapore over a Free Trade
Agreenent between the two countries will, according to Prine M nister
Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad, have di sastrous effects on Asean
economi es.

The proposed FTAs between Singapore and the US, Australia, Canada, Japan
and New Zeal and have been descri bed as backdoor entries into Afta.

The US and the other FTA Partners have al so been regarded as Trojan
Horses noving stealthily into Asean.

FTAs are neant for countries in a regional entity |like Southeast Asia
where nenbers share relatively simlar states of econom c devel opnent and
have simlar social and historical relations.

Thus al t hough Singapore is a devel oped country, it has a shared history
and geography making it a legitimte nmenber of a free trade area |ike
Afta.

It is, therefore, strange for the US or any other country to be included
as an Afta associ ate nenber by having a separate FTA with Si ngapore.

It is akin to having the US with Singapore in Asean.

This will not be readily acceptable, at least, at this stage of Asean's
devel opnent .

Si ngapore has to have only 40 per cent local content in its production
and the US or any devel oped country need to provide 60 per cent content to
qualify for free access to the huge Afta market of 500 nillion consuners
and enj oy the conmonly agreed upon concessi ons.

On this basis, Asean night as well open up its trade and investnent on
concessionary terns to the whole worl d.

Afta will then become an All for Free Trade Associ ati on or becone
compl etely gl obal i sed

How t hen woul d Asean countries be able to conpete with the advanced
i ndustrial countries, with their head start and huge resources in finance,
sci ence and technol ogy?

Wth the US as a Trojan Horse Asean's quest for steady, sequenti al
devel opnent by at I east nine of its 10 menber countries can be seriously
del ayed and danmaged.

You cannot play Anerican football w thout thick pads and expect to cone
out of the conpetition alive!

It takes tine for football players to train howto play Anerican
footbal | .

Then they must | earn how to protect thenselves with proper protective
clothings, otherwi se, one could be kicked around the field Iike the bal
itself.

Let Afta take-off first in 2003, becone nore devel oped and then we can
t hi nk of other arrangenents |ike the FTAs.

Undoubt edly, there is sone mstrust and suspicion that the US wants to
use Singapore to pry open the Asean market which is jogging al ong well
whi | e Si ngapore wants to run.

Si ngapore may run too fast and out of sight but hopefully not out of
m nd, since the small island city state is after all an integral part of
Sout heast Asi a.

The powerful industrial countries may want to place thensel ves
strategically in the potentially rich Asean market before the Asean
countries beconme devel oped.



This is because they may be unable to conpete so easily once Asean
countries becone industrialised.

But now M nister of International Trade and Industry Datuk Seri Rafidah
Aziz has said categorically that Asean nenbers are not permtted to enter
into any FTAs with non-Asean countries as such a nove would affect the
grouping's i nterests.

Bi | ateral agreenents by an individual Asean country shoul d not
underm ne, distort or violate Asean trade.

But Si ngapore's proposed FTAs will surely underm ne Asean trade.

Hence, will Asean countries prevent Singapore fromsigning these FTAs or
wi || Singapore go ahead in defiance of Asean, and thus alienating itself?

At the sane tinme, the negotiations with the US for China's adnission to
the WO has taken a long march - for 14 | ong years!

The US has been trying to exact every ounce in the trying trade
negoti ati ons whi ch have been dom nated by the powerful pressures of US
farners who want to reduce China's farmsubsidies from10 per cent to 5
per cent.

The | obby group insists upon treating China as a devel oped country.

US Trade Representative Robert Zoellick has said that the new Bush trade
officials needed tine to get acquainted with their Chinese counterparts.

But in the case of the US-Singapore FTA, there is a frantic race for
tine.

Thus, it's no wonder that Asean countries are wary and watchful of their
i npati ent nei ghbour.

There are now noves to create a free trade area between Asean and its
three East Asi an nei gbours of China, Japan and Korea.

Qbvi ously, Korea |ike Japan is a devel oped country, but the negotiations
have only recently begun and they will take much nore tine to materiali se.

The US- Si ngapore FTAis imrminent and is being formed wi thout ful
consensus anong Si ngapore's nei ghbours.

Si ngapore is forced by geography to live in harnony with Southeast Asia,
unli ke the donineering US, which is separated by the vast Pacific Ocean.

That is the reality that Singapore has had to face and accept with good
grace for the peace and stability of Asean and East Asi a.

No one should be allowed to underm ne nor use other countries to erode
this vital harnony and destabilise the region in order to donminate it.

Si ngapore's Hi gh Commi ssioner to Mal aysia K. Kesavapany has rightly
poi nted out that the past one year has seen an inprovenent in the tone and
at nrosphere in the nmultifaceted rel ati ons between Ml aysi a and Si ngapor e.

It is, therefore, inportant that Singapore ensures that these good
rel ati ons between Singapore and Ml aysia keep on inproving and i ndeed with
Asean as a whole. For if the Asean house is divided it will fall.
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