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RELOOK AT AFTA, SAYS DR MAHATHI R

By: Emillia Rosnizar A Hanipiah [For rel ease after 9pm tonight]

KUALA LUMPUR, Cct 2 (Bernama) -- Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamrad says the Asean Free Trade Area (Afta) should be rel ooked as sone
menber countries may not be able to afford letting in competitive products
fromnei gbouri ng countri es.

He said nenber countries should ook at it with an open m nd whereby
the inpl enmentati on date for the opening up markets for certain sectors
shoul d be put off.

"Some countries may not be able to afford letting in conpetitive
products from nei ghbouring Asean countries,”" he said in an interviewwth
four Asean journalists on the "In Conversation" programme aired over TV3
t oni ght .

During the programme, Dr Mahathir fielded a range of questions about
Asean, including those touching on economc, political, security and
i nternational spheres.

The prinme mnister suggested that Asean countries should not bind
thensel ves to an agreenent "until we becone totally hel pl ess having to obey
the words on the piece of paper knowi ng very well it is going to harmus."

"So | et us be open ninded about this," he added.

In some cases, he said Mal aysi a has suggested that Afta's single
regi onal market, which was expected to conme onstreamin 2003, be put off
for certain sectors, such as the autonotive industry.

He sai d ASEAN had decided that if a car has only 40 percent |oca
content it qualified as a non-national product and therefore, could enter
any ot her ASEAN nar ket .

But in Malaysia's case, Dr Mahathir said the national car has 90
percent | ocal content and therefore "we would |ike to have sonme protection
for ourselves."

Mal aysi a's autonotive industry is relatively small, producing 300, 000
units per year, which makes it difficult for the country to conpete with
| arge not or conpanies easily producing 10 milion cars a year.

This situation is nmade even nore acute with notor giants from America
Eur ope and Japan amal ganmating their operations to create even bigger giants
which are able to reap econonies of scale to the detrinment of the donestic
aut onotive i ndustry.

Dr Mahathir al so said that gl obalisation should be re-defined so that
poor countries were protected.

During the 1997 financial crisis, he said portfolio investors pulled
their capital out fromregional econom es which amounted to "pulling the
carpet fromunder their feet and you just go down (with a) bang."

"W were econom c tigers before (but) now, we are not even cats," he
sai d.

Asked on t he opening of markets and how gl obal i sati on woul d benefit
Asean, Dr Mahathir said "we will have to have sone regul ati ons but they
(devel oped countries) are proposing total deregulation" by clainmng that
mar ket s woul d govern thensel ves and di sci pli ne governnents.

He al so sai d devel oped countries contended that "markets are about
maki ng profits.”

"They are not interested in social wrk, so we cannot have that, we
have to regulate the nmarket," he said in reference to the need on having
regul ati ons.

He sai d devel opi ng countries wel coned foreign investnents, including



capital investnents, but devel oped countries should not be allowed to pul
out .

As such, he said this was why there was a need for sonme sort of
procedur es agai nst a sudden pull out of investnent funds, a nove which
coul d prevent stock markets from coll apsing as was the case in 1997.

"If there is such a procedure, Ml aysia would not | ose out if they
suddenly pull out. W should have regul ati ons conmensurating with the stage
of devel opment of devel oped countries,” Dr Mahathir said.

On whet her Mal aysia haD instituted any "safety net" neasures to protect
its markets, he said:

"W are trying to hang on to our ability to control our nmarket. W are
currently not totally open, but yet we are one of the npbst open economi es
in the world because our trade is 200 percent of our G oss Donestic
Product . "

He said Malaysia's total trade anbunted to US$200 billion a year.

"W want the trade fromthese (devel oped) countries but at the same
time, we need certain protection in certain areas," he added.

Asked on the biggest obstacle for Ml aysia, Dr Mahathir pin-pointed the
unfair trading practices by devel oped countries where "they do not stick to
a sense of fair play in opening up nmarkets."

Sayi ng that devel oped countries "don't speak the truth," the prine
m ni ster cited how sone European countries had subsidised their inefficient
farnmers who produced at higher costs in an effort to prevent cheaper
exports frompenetrating their markets.

He al |l eged that Argentina was nmade poor despite having cheap neat to
sell to Europe because neat farmers in the European continent producing
very expensively were subsidi sed.

As such, he said their rhetoric of allow ng "those efficient to survive
and those inefficient to disappear"” did not hold water.

Devel opi ng countries, he said, should stand and speak up for their
rights by doing what was right for their own econoni es.

Dr Mahathir said such doubl e standards prevented devel opi ng countries
i ke Mal aysia fromgaining access to markets in devel oped countries.

In el aborating other cases of double standards practised by devel oped
countries, he said Mal aysia was accused of bailing out conpani es when the
governnent cane to the rescue of financially-troubled strategic entities
such as Mal aysia Airlines, which was affected by the gl obal recession after
the unprecedented currency attacks in 1997.

But now, Dr Mahathir said these very sane devel oped countries, which
had accused Mal aysi a before, were spending billions of dollars to bail out
their own airline conpani es. -- BERNAMA
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