08/ 11/ 2001
Dr Mwarns of foreign interests hijacking Afta

Kamar ul Yunus

MEMBERS of the Associ ation of South-East Asian Nations (Asean) were warned
yest erday agai nst foreign interests hijacking the Asean Free Trade Area
(Afta) to the detriment of |ocal industries, under the guise of
establishing national industries.

Seeing the potential of the much enl arged nmarket, Prinme M nister Datuk
Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad said that foreign corporations would bidto
nonopol i se it by setting up so-called national industries which they will
own, while locals will only work for these corporations withlittle
owner shi p or technol ogy transfer.

The products will be cheaper and the quality world-class, but the snal
| ocal conpanies will be | ocked out and i ndi genous i ndustrial capacities
will not be enhanced.

"We woul d be no better off than when we were the raw material producing
colony. The only difference is that we are nowthe | ow cost assenbl er of
foreign products,” Dr Mahathir said at a luncheon talk in conjunction with
the three-day Asean Counci| on Petrol eumconference and exhi biti on which
ended in Kual a Lunpur yesterday.

However, the Prinme Mnister did not dismss the notion that Asean
countries still need and want foreign direct investnment (FDI).

But FDI must be ainmed at increasing exports to other regions, and where
possi bl e foreign investors should give a fair share inthe industry to the
locals if they are after the lucrative Asean markets.

Dr Mahathir said the agreenent to formAfta was anong the steps taken to
bui I d up econoni ¢ cooperation anong Asean nmenber states.

By conbi ning the markets of South-East Asia, a good-sized market can be
created and i ndustrialisation of theregionwll be nore feasible, he
sai d.

However, Dr Mahathir said there should be sone understandi ng on the
di stribution of the industries among nmenber countri es.

"If all the countries want the sanme type of industry, then there wll
only be small national markets for each, not regional markets. The
economi ¢ conmunity would then fail," he said.

On gl obalisation, he said thereis aneedto nodify its intrepretation,
whereby it should not only be for the purpose of free fl ows of capita.

The rate of gl obalisation could be staggered so that the devel opi ng
countries need not give up the protection of their industries conpletely,
and yet can access the markets of the rich so as to grow their own
econom es.

"When pl ayers are of unequal strength or capacity, handi caps shoul d be
allowed for the weak in order to conpensate for their weakness," he said.

He posed a question whether in a gl obalised world, only giant banks,
gi ant industries and gi ant busi nesses shoul d exi st.

"W shoul d have our big, efficient businesses of course, but we nust
ensure that the small ones survive also. If we have to protect them (smal
busi nesses), then we should," he said.

He added that a gl obali sed world should not be so uniformthat no matter
where we are in the world, everything, such as hotels, restaurants, TV
programmes, newspapers and nmagazi nes, notor vehicl es and banks, are the
sane.

"Variety is the spice of life. The spice is fast di sappearing as we stay
inHlton Hotel s, eat McDonal d' s hanmburgers, drive in a Ford car, bank



with Citibank and buy our househol d needs from Carref our.

"Al ready, we cannot tell where we are once we enter the | obby of our
hotel. They all ook the sanme," he said.

Dr Mahat hir al so pointed out the i nportance of speeding up the proposed
Asean el ectrical and gas grid and other infrastructure and transportation
projects linking all Asean menber countri es.

It (Asean el ectrical and gas grid) should be nmade a reality as quickly
as possible, he said.

The rail way and road networks shoul d al so be |inked. Apart fromthese,
travel between Asean countries should be facilitated by using a conmon
smart card for travelling or border crossing, he said.

He al so said the various growth triangles should be seriously devel oped
so as to take advantage of each other's particular strengths, such as
manpower, natural resources, capital and technol ogy.
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