09/ 06/ 2001
Probl enms seen in Singapore's free trade agreements

Nur ai na Samad i n Tokyo

MALAYSI A i s concerned that Singapore's proposed free trade agreenment with
Japan and the United States will have disastrous effect on the economi es
of Asean countries.

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad, expressing this view
yesterday, said he found it strange that Singapore, which was already a
free-trade area, would have such an arrangenment with Japan and the US.

(Si ngapore has already signed a simlar agreenent wi th New Zeal and).

"W want to know the conditions in the co-operation between Singapore
and these countri es.

"W want to know Singapore's contributions ... whether it is giving nore
than that, whether there is any link to AFTA

"W don't want anyone entering through Singapore and use privil eges
under AFTA, " he told Malaysian journalists at his suite at the Inperial
Hot el here.

He was asked to elaborate on this i ssue which he raised during a
di al ogue at the Seventh Ni kkei |nternational Conference on the "Future of
Asi a Beyond d obal i sati on"

Dr Mahathir singled out the autonotive industry which he felt would be
badly hit if foreign cars which were assenbl ed el sewhere but were using 40
per cent |l ocal content (as required under AFTA) enter |ocal (Asean)
mar ket s at cheaper prices.

He said whil e Ml aysi an-nmade cars contain 90 per cent |ocal content, the
country's production was small conpared to that of other big foreign
conmpani es with huge econoni es of scale which design and test their cars
el sewhere.

"So Mal aysian cars with 90 per cent |ocal content cannot conpete with
foreign-made cars assenbled in an Asean country and having 40 per cent
| ocal content,” he said.

When it was pointed out that there had been criticisnms that the 40 per
cent (of local content) was too low, thus making it all too easy for other
countries to enter | ocal Asean markets, he said when negotiations were
made for AFTA, Asean governnents had not experienced the results of
gl obal i sati on.

"Qur experience has shown that opening |ike that (Singapore's free trade
arrangenent) can have di sastrous effect on our econony.

"We discovered late, that's why we have asked for deferment to 2005
i nstead of 2003."

Earlier, during the dialogue with participants of the conference, Dr
Mahat hir was asked on Mal aysia's stand on Myanmar, to which he replied
that Mal aysia did not believe in isolating a country and punishing its
peopl e because it disagreed with the policies of its governnent.

"I solating a people will rmean that we have no influence over themand we
wi |l have no way of hel ping themal ong the way."

Dr Mahat hir sai d because Mal aysia believed in "tal king" to Myanmar, it
has established good relations with the country includi ng having trade and
i nvest ment s.

He pointed out that a Malaysian, (Tan Sri Razali Ismail) has been
appoi nted by the United Nations as special envoy to Myanmar.
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