“With: pressure loommg for an accord on the free trade agreement with the Unlted
States, there is a need for both sides to show imagination and ambltlon to achleve a
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SINCE the - Malayma-Umted E

_States bilateral trade talks be-
gan in- Penang some eight

~-months ago, many of the details ’
have - been - understandably

kept from the public eye.
‘At the fifth round of negotia-

~ tions in Kota Kinabalu, both~

sides, however, acknowledged

~ that progresshad at best been‘

. patchy.

The time hmtt on the negotl- '/
atlons, which - must “end. by
June, added a'sense of urgency.

Indeed, it is unlikely that the
now . - Democrat-dominated
Congress will extend President

George W. Bush’s “fast track” -~ .
nomic Policy (NEP) was never .

trade promotion atithority.,

Notwithstanding theremaln :

" ing one-month window: of op-
portunity —-the. US. Congress
needs 90 days from the ‘end ‘of
“'March to consider:a deal —
both International - Trade and
Industry Minister ‘Patuk . Seri

Rafidah Aziz and. US Trade -

Representative Susan Schwab

remain cautiously hopeful of an

" eventual deal: .

On her part, Ra.ﬁdah decided

.- that the time has come forthe. -

_Cabinet to be apprised of the
status “of ‘negotiations.. She:
wanted to ensure - that ‘there -

was no backsliding from earli-
er Cabinet directives.
<Last - week: -she, - besides

putting things in its broader
context, must have also felt that
it was time for “plain talk” with
- her Cabinet colleagues.

been some ‘of the thmgs hlgh

lighted: =

. First, a deal is stlﬂ “doable”
and also- “necessary”; - and

when something is necessary.

~ and doable, it must happen..

~ Second; .the ‘negotiations to -

date have been slow largely be-
cause some officials in the ne-
gotiating team had little or no
guidance from their respective

- ministers: Without clear policy -
‘ d]rectlon officials were sitting -

on_their hands -at the various

- rounds. They expected Miti to. -
notonly speak, buf also to think-

~and negotiate on their behalf.
“To- make matters worse,

low-level representatlon had
also resulted in the Malaysian

" team lacking coherence a,nd
even purpose: -
Third, contrary to the gener-

~-al perceptlon, the New Eco- °

- men
- els” and other - flexibility mech-

Nt

an issue in the negotiations. Af-

ter all, even the ultimate free -
market economy, the United -

States; practlses aﬁirma,tlve
action. _ -

.. The Americans also- know -
‘that the NEP is infended to ad- -

vance a sense of egalitarianism

within the country, one de-

signed. to- empower. theeco-
nomically disadvantaged.
Fourth, Malaysia in-particu-

lar needs to crack the “hard
_nut”

" post-haste. - The 58
so-called “contentrous issues”
revolve around core areas such
as government procurement,
financial services, competition

policy and lntellectua.l property, ,
‘rights.

These issues -are in them- -
selves not insurmountable. In’

. .such deals, there will always be
The following could have

in-built “transitional arrange-
”. “agreed threshold lev-

anisms to -allow for gradual,

fprogresswe and- ineremental
steps -in the unplementatlon ,

process.
Fifth; Malaysia agreed toa

'\‘bllateral agreement with the
US for the. best of réasons.
Competition in the internation-

al market place is intense. The
list of competitors grows year

by yéar. Malaysia must sustain
. productivity growth, improve
-efficiency and competitiveness
- athome and abroad.
“The. larger: p1cture is -that
sustained economic growth is -
the ultimate tonic for poverty -
eradication; income redlstrlbu- -
-fion, and muchmore, -
Sixth; while Malaysia’s trade
- regimie is relatively open, it can

be rmproved further. Compa-

‘nies export more to or from

markets that employ “best”
trade’ policies and “practices,

"and ' national - trade policies

“compete” to-attract trade a.nd
investment flows.
“The current rather 1mpres-

sive economic trends, including

trade and investment. figures
for 2006, underscore the im-
portance. of sustajning: these
positive developments over the

longer -haul. Otherwise; ‘they
~-could turn out to be short- hved -
‘An “FTA “with the “single

- largest market will be seen by
American companies and oth- -

ers a.hke as further “improv-

ing”- Malaysia's trade policy
tegime. It will also increase the
“commercial presence of Amer-
ican, European and other com-_ -
panies inthe country. ‘
Overall, there will he posmve'

net'gains from an FTA in terms

--of increased trade and invest-
ment flows, gréater technology
" and human resource transfers
- and capacity building.

There are other issues. that .
ought- not-to pose problems. '

Principal among-them .is the

' question of transparency. This
-issue, will ‘have to be a ‘major
: component of the. FTA. H:
Malaysia- is to achieve-devel-
oped-nation. - status - we- need '
transparency across the board. -
" Transparency has a lot.to.do
“with our national developrient - -

goals. It would only help to re-
inforce . and fur‘ther enhance

them. )
leerahsatlon of trade inser-

vices would be the other impor-

-tant feature in a Malaysia-US
.FTA: It is a genuinely difficult
_area. for' Malaysia. We ‘do not -

yet-have the requisite legisla-

]
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tion a.nd regulatlons in place

This sector also encompasses \

many businesses.

- However, it'is a hew growth :

area and Malaysian companies
need to.co- operate with Amer-
ican companies in a synergistic
way. Opportunities for strate-

. gic alliances and joint ventures
. should be harnessed to gainac-

cess ‘to new and expanding

- markets and improve manage--
“ment performance. This is an

area for win-win outcoines.
At the same time, our gov-
ernment-linked

pete. The waves of globalisa-
tion are at our doorstep. -Wel-

under its surge. It seems para-
doxical that our GL.Cs are pre-

pared to invest and compete

abroad on a more level playing
field, while at home they desire

_government protection.

In strengthemng economic
relations; .Malaysians” and

-Americans must recognise that

the proposed FTA is not going
to change what we are as na-
tions and  peoples. Let us,

Malaysian, only-more prosper-

- ous just as the FTA with Japan

did " not “ make - us more
Japanese. Unfortunately, there
are politicians in both cotintries
who mix trade and politics:

-The test-of whether a forelgn k /

pohcy is dlstmcuVely Malaysian

is not whether it is sharply dif-
' ,ferent fromtheJJS orany other
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Industry Minister -

B cautiously hopeful -

- progress in talks.

- companies -
(GLCs) must learn to be trans-
. parent and bé ready-to com- -

..come globalisation or perish ‘

- therefore, not bring in extrane- -

-ous factors into the equation.
After all, an agreement with-

the .US ‘will not make us less -



US should exermse more ﬂex1b111ty in talks
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country for " that * matter.

~Rather the test is. whether it
‘serves MalaySIa S natlonal in--

terest

‘In- managing our mterna-f

tional relations, we mustmake

use -of -all -available avenues:
- multilateral; regional and bi- -

lateral. In fiiture, we may even

‘have to enter into plurilateral .
agreements. Nowhere else is
thismore évidentthanin trade. -

. a.nd é¢onomic relations.

The majority of Ma.laysmhs'
generally view an FTA with

- ,the US as in the country’s -

Tong-term interest.. ‘
. The fact that the mmlsters,
‘concerned ‘Were “given one

week 1o resolve -outstanding

.concerns shows that the Cabi-

net believes there is still a lot of
convergence-between the two
countries ~.despite  the ~slow
pace of negotiations. Moreim-
portantly, there are many

things going for both countries

on the economic front.

developing Malaysia which is

one of its major trading part--

Tiers. Amerxcan and Malay- .
*sian businesses - have pros-

pered over several decades.

- Tt is-also well worth reraem-
: herlng gxat the

‘will bé“the fir§t ever the US
~ would glinich- with a substan-

tial Muslffi traditi nation. -
Malaysia - has - a proven

record of a functlonmg plural- .
ist democracy No less signifi~
“cant is the fact that Malaysia
- has been an enduring friend -
For the US, it needs to piw-
“posefully engage with & fast-

" and ‘continues to have mul- -
ti-faceted’ relationships - with.
the US. Missing this opportu-
ity for an'FTA with Malaysia

roposed FTA-

)

k‘could send the wrong 51gnal

"The US should, therefore,
facilitate the negotiation pro-

cess by showing some flexibil - - -
*_and-the US should not squan-
_-der this opportumty What is

ity. It should not hold on to a
very rigid template with a
“take itor leave it” stance.

" The US cannot have .a

one-size-fits-all approach: It
must recognise the differences

between its various FTA part- -
"ners, both developed and de-'
“veloping. :

The furore after. the Kota

‘Kinabalu meeting:-may have .
‘sounded dangerously alarm-
ing. Tri reality, it was more like

'a tunely wake- -up call that'

much more needs to-he done ,
toclinch adeal. - s
Malaysia should not miss

required is both lmaglnatlon,.
and a.mbltlon on their part ‘
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l Datuk Deva isa former o
- Malaysian ambassador to
- "the European Union, "
" Belgiumand Luxembourg
. -(1999- 2005) and Cambodia
(1991-1996) -
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