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Rafidah in the eye of FTA storm

By K. C. Boey

"MALAYSI A signs on free trade"; "Australia and Mal aysi a expl ore FTA", go
the headlines. FTAis the acronymof the nonent: free trade agreement. It
is acomlex matter further conplicated by the politicians intent on using
the issue to their advantage, with Prime M nister John Howard poised to
call the election.

Intothe fray flewlInternational Trade and I ndustry M nister Datuk Seri
Rafi dah Aziz, on a nine-day sw ng through Sydney, Mel bourne and Perth,
headi ng a del egati on conducti ng sem nars on busi ness opportunitiesin
Mal aysi a.

The seninars involving officials fromthe ninistry, the Mal aysi an
I ndustrial Devel opment Authority (M da) and Mal aysi an External Trade
Devel opnent Corporation (Matrade) were organised in conjunctionwith the
11th rmeeting of the Mal aysia-Australia joint trade comittee that Rafidah
hel d with her counterpart Mark Vaile in Mel bourne.

Inthe climate of the nonment, the focus noved inevitably to parallel
bilateral FTA issues taxing the politicians and exercising business,
anal ysts and the nmedia in the dust-up over whether Australia should sign
the bilateral free trade agreenent with the US (AUSFTA) that President
George W Bush signed off |ast Tuesday.

Howar d and the conservative coalition of his Liberal Party and the
country National Party want the deal, concluded i n February, passed at the
current session of Parlianment, which resuned sitting on Tuesday.

The opposition Labor Party headed by Mark Lat ham has stood firmto bl ock
passage of the deal in the Senate unless the Governnment agrees to
amendnents to safeguard |l ocal content infilmand the arts, and to
amendnments to protect pharnmaceutical benefits.

AUSFTA is not only to do with trade. There are those who woul d have us
believe it has as nuch to do with Australia's alliance with the US. Howard
has said as nuch, in challenging Lathamto sign on.

The agreenment that Rafidah and Vaile struck, for Ml aysia and Australia
to separately carry out scoping studies to see if the two countries should
goonto negotiate a bilateral free trade agreenment, is being simlarly
| ooked on beyond trade.

The agreenent is being taken to be as nuch a gauge of inproved rel ati ons
between the two countries as for prospects of exchange of conpl enentary
goods and servi ces between the two econoni es.

Raf i dah, anong Australians, has | ong been seen as representing nore than
her trade portfolio. "Feisty" is the adjective | ong used to descri be her,
in the image of former Prinme Mnister Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohanad, hel d anong
many as the obstacle to Australia's entry into nenbership inthe region.

That Rafi dah shoul d agree to the scoping studies is seen to represent
maj or thawi ng of icy political relations" between Mal aysia and Australi a.

As &reg Sheridan, keen observer of the region as foreign editor of The
Australian, says of the breakthrough: "No single politician was nore
cl osely associated with (Dr Mahathir's) ideol ogi cal worl dvi ewthan his
feisty trade mnister, Rafidah Aziz.

"That she would sign on to this deal personally nmakes it nmuch nore
Iikely to happen, and denopnstrates how conprehensively the of ficial Kual a
Lunmpur attitude has evol ved."

The viewin Australia is that Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Abdull ah Badawi
is better disposed towards Australi a.

a



Raf i dah di smi sses the i dea that the change in | eadership i n Mal aysi a has
i nfluenced any shift in the relationship.

"It's the sane Governnent, just adifferent Prime Mnister," she says.
"The same policies, fine-tuning as we are going on, as it should be."

VWhat ever the i npetus, the shift opening the door to a possible free
trade agreement between Asean and the Australia-New Zeal and O oser
Econonmic Relations is greeted with relief.

Australia has been promoting a two-track policy in pursuit of gl obal
free trade, driven to seeking bilateral and regi onal arrangenents because
of difficultiesin getting the 147 nmenbers of the Wrl d Trade Organi sati on
to cone to agreenent.

The proposal for the FTAw th Mal aysia would be the third bil ateral
agreement Australia has in the region, after Singapore and Thail and.
Australiais al so conducting scopi ng studies with China, and is exploring
simlar nmoves wth Japan.

Mal aysi a al ready al nost has free trade, says Rafidah. There are no
tariffs on 60 per cent of inports into Mal aysia, and on 96 per cent of
products, tariffs are at or below five per cent.

Tariffs on autonotive products will go by January, as required under the
Asean free trade agreenent.

I f Rafidah sounds a note of caution, it is that the scoping study in
Mal aysi a woul d | ook at the benefits to the country of a bilateral FTA

It would not be for fear of conpetition, says Professor Ross Garnaut,
prof essor of econom cs at the Research School of Pacific and Asian Studies
at the Australian National University in Canberra.

Garnaut is aregular participant at foruns of the Institute of Strategic
and International Studies (ISIS) Mal aysia, with established insights on

Mal aysi a.
"Mal aysia has built its econony on good trade policy, based on the
multilateral trade system"” Garnaut tells the New Sunday Tines. "If it is

cautious on the scoping studies, it will be less to do with any fear of
conpetition as the prospect of any change to a proven system"”

Garnaut, who is inclined towards the multilateral systemof trade, is
confident that headway nade at the Worl d Trade Organi sation tal ks that
concl uded i n Geneva | ast weekend woul d take t he monentumfrombil at eral
agreements.

It would be good for agricultural producers such as Australia and
Mal aysi a and ot her nmenbers of the Cairns Group, and encourage areturnto
conmitnent to the nultilateral system
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