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E North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA)
has got through the tou-
test it was put to so far,

US House of Represen-
tatives has the treaty

Mlpwm
hours on 17 . 1983,

On the floor of the House, the
debaters strongly fought for
their own with -
ments for and against NAFTA.
Those who were against the
t lost the battle and it
ended with the victory for the
creation of the largest trading
bloc in the world, accumulating
a consumer of 361 million and
an annual output of over $6.5
trillion
As we know, NAFTA is a tri-
lateral agreement betweeén the
United States, Mexico and
Canada to form a free trade
area (FTA) in North America
over a period of 15 years afler
the treaty comes into effect on |
January, 1994 But before the
scheduled date for implementa-
tion, the agreement must be
ratified by the appropriate au-
thorities of the parti®ipating
countries. The Canadian par-
liament was first to ish
the job, now the US has done it
and Mexico |s preparing to do
so. Thus the emergence of
NAFTA is a fact of the day. But
as the initial heat of media ex-
travaganza cools down, it is the
time to sit down and think
about NAFTA's meaning for the
member countries as well as for
the outside world. Does it really
hold all the rosy pictures drawn
by its supporters or will it really
bring all the evils as depicted by
the opponents? Only time will
decide who are right in their
predictions. But we can make
our own assessment of the
available facts to see whether
NAFTA will be a boon or bane to
the insiders and outsiders of

the region.

NAFTA's Character

NAFTA is basically an FDI-
led or Investment-led (and not a
policy-led} economic integration
drive in North America. Any in-
tegration move which is led by
investment motive has a direct
impact on jobs and environ-
ment along the trails of invest-
ment flows. That is, inflow of
investment in some areas must

ling to Australia — and

F opinion is divided as to

whether this is pood or bad.
There are many Australians
who believe that while the coun-

EWER Asians are migra-

"iry's economy is in recession,

now is not the time to be en-
couraging population growth.
So the fewer Asians who come
here the better it is.

And there is some support
for the view that if immmigrants
are needed, then .preference
should be given to non-Asians
anyway. :

Adverse perceptions
throughout Asia of Australia as
i racist country have con-
tributed to reduced Asian immi-
gralion.

Asians with a choice have
opted for Canada or the United
States rather than the uncer-
tain environment of perceived
prejudice and discrimination in
Australia.

A report prepared by Aus-
tralia’'s Bureau of Immigration

. and Population Research states

that these widely-acknowledged
perceptions have overshadowed
Australia’s natural advantages
of climate and prozimity to Asia
in attracting potential immi-
grants.

The report notes that these
racist perceptions often flow
from the tendency of the Asian
media to.highlight what it de-
scribes as a ‘disproportionate
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Pension deposit
| scheme

Sir, About five to six years
dgo, after a wide publicity cam-
paign, some commercial banks
had introduced and promoted
Pension Deposit Scheme among
government servants and public
sector corporation employees. A
good number of public servants
had enthusiastically opened

their accounts with those

banks. The scheme was very
popular among all the classes of
service holders.

But these days we do not
hear anything about the
Pension Deposit Scheme. It ap-
pears as if the scheme is dead
or ft is abandoned for reasons
best known to authorities con-
cerned. When contacted, a bank
tries to avoid or discourage dis-
cussion on the matter. We do
not know what is wrong with
this once popular scheme?

We strongly feel that such a
financial scheme is very helpful
and necessary for all public ser-
vants, in addition to what ser-
vice benefits, pension and gra-
tuity they get after retirement.
The scheme helps grow the
habit of savings and alse create
the sense of responsibility
among the public servants. The
Pension Deposit is indeed an
ideal scheme for the public ser-
vants.

We would request the com-

Letters for publication in these columns should be
| addressed to the Editor and legibly written or typed
with double space. For reasons of space, short letters
are preferred, and all are subject to editing and cuts.
Pseudonyms are accepted. However, all communica-
tions must bear the writer's real name, signature and
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NAFTA a Major Turning Point in Global Trade

by Munim Kumar Barai

Since 1960s and onward, the EC has gradually reduced the share of trade with the

the reason for their subdued to

to the d«

negative response
their trgde interest that will be adversely affected if NAFTA follows the EC's way.

result from outflow of invest-

volume of capital flight would
be much greater if the new des-
tination has more incentives
like low-wage labour, less strin-
gent environmental rules and
regulations for new industrial
set-ups. Among the NAFTA
members, Mexico is placed in a
more advantageous position to
be benefited from the incoming
investments. mostly from the
United States. That is why the
outery is much louder in US

over the possibility of exporting
jobs with the investments.

NAFTA and Jobs

As in the debate between
Vice-President Al Gore and
Texas billionaire Ross Perot, the
debate in the House was also
dominated by the issue of jobs
for the Americans. Those who
opposed the agreement also
opined on the 'glant sucking
sound' from the south and US
jobs going to Mexico. But a ma-
jority of the study conducted so
far concluded that the imple-
mentation of NAFTA would gen-
erate export-led jobs for the
Americans and Investment-led
jobs for the Mexicans but would
hold uncertain prospects for the
Canadians. The US Department
of Commerce estimates that for
every one-billion dollar increase
in US exports to Mexico, 19,600
jobs will be created in America.

The 11S exports to Mexico
have grown dramatically in re-
cent years. In 1985, when the
present Mexican drive for eco-
nomic liberalisation was about
to take off, US rts to Mexico
amounted to $13.3 billion.
Since then the figure nearly
quadrupled to $42 billion in
1992. This increase in exports
led to an increase in US jobs,
which more than doubled from
1987 to 1992 to reach well over
65 milllon. NAFTA, il imple-

mented as per the original
schedule, provides for the
phaseout and elimination of tar-
iffs on 50 per cent of all US and
Canadian industrial products
like machine tools. medical
equipment, electronic products
etc. immediately and within five
years 65 per cent of all US in-
dustrial products will enter
Mexico tariff-free. In most of
those high-tech Industrial
products. US has an technolog-
ical edge over the other produc-
ers and NAFTA is expected to
give a big filllp to US exports to
Mexico. G. Hafbauer and J.
Schott in a study predicts that
in the first 10 years of NAFTA.
the United States would gain
242,000 jobs and lose 112,000
— a net gain of 130,000. This
gain would be mostly in ad-
vanced industrial sectors

We know that the initiative
for NAFTA came from Mexico
The obvious reasons for this
move were many, creation of
jobs for the Mexicans was ane
of them. It has a large pool of
workforce. having the lowest
wage rate among the NAFTA
members. The average hourly
wage paid by Maquiladoras is
$1 63 against Singapore's
$2.25. South Korea's $2.94 and
US's $14 32. Maquiladora in-
dustries offer Mexico the unique
opportunity to give more jobs Lo
its people. The Maquiladora
Programme which began in
1965 contains manufacturing
plants that assemble compo-
nents imported tax-free for re-
export. The number of
Maquiladora firms grew from 12
in 1965 to over 1900 by 1992,
employing nearly a million
Mexican workers. These firms
are situated in Mexican land
spreading over 2000 miles along
the US border. Most of them are
owned by the Americans.
NAFTA opens up more oppor-
tunities for the American in-
vestors, the chief lure in Mexico
would be the cheap labour. This
could entice many Americans to
shift their production plants

fromm US to Mexico. The autlo-
industry. textile and garment
industry could be the first on
the casualty list, many other
may follow later. This Is the
possaibility that makes the
Americans nervous. The
Canadians Jhave little to say,
because NAFTA has little to of-
fer them.

NAFTA and the
Environment
The environment has become
a thorny issue in NAFTA debate.
Environmentalists argue that
NAFTA will initiate a surge in
trade and investment activities
that Iin turn will put extra

pressure on the already fragile
environment in Mexico. Mexico

has already achieved the
reputation of being one of the
most polluted countries in the
World. NAFTA will help to ag-
gravate the situation, environ-
mentalists believe To support
their view. they point at the
Maquiladora Industries In
Mexico. The sector grew quite
rapidly and with little govern-
mental supervisory role, It Is
widely regarded as a major con-
tributor to the perilous enwvi-
ronmental and social conditions
around the Maquiladora's adja-
cent to the US border. NAFTA
can strengthen the incentives
for 'environmental dumping' in
Mexico as the low or negligible
costs of meeting pollution con-
trol regulations could motivate
US and Canadian firms to relo-
cate thetr firms in Mexico.

A study by Grossman and
Krueger in 1990 estimated that
in a scenario of free trade and
investment under NAFTA, total
toxic releases by manufacturing
enterprises in three countries
will increase by 31.759 million
pounds. But the same study
also found that economic
growth tends to alleviate pollu-
tion problems once a country's
per capita income reaches
about $4.000 to $5,000. Mexico
is at the cross-roads of the de-

velopment process. The national
income as well as the standard

countries. Thus

in America is easy to understand. It is

of living is rising there. This rise
should assist in generating in-
creased political pressure for
environmental protection and
perhaps a change in private
consumption behaviour
Moreover, experts agree that
NAFTA is the most comprehen-
sive treaty that laid down stfin-

provisions and standards
or environmental protection.
Strict adherence to environmen-
tal protection laws will min-

imise the damage of develop-
menit o enviromment.

NAFTA and the Third
World

What does NAFTA mean to
the outside world, specially to
the Third World? Will it emerge
as an open regional bloc or lead
to a fortress America? There are
many factors which will influ-
enice the answer to these
tions. The outcome the

Uruguay Round of GATT nego-

tiations is very important in this
regard. If the Round fails,
NAFTA is bound to be a bloc
with more protectionist barriers
to the trade of outside world.
Moreover, subsequent emer-

gence of a Western Hemisphere
Free Trade Area (WHFTA)J In the
near future cannot be ruled out.
The Third World countries have
a bitter trade experience with

share of trade with the develop-
ing countries. Thus the reason
for their subdued to negative
response to the development In
America is easy to understand.
It is their trade interest that will
be adversely affected If NAFTA
follows the EC's way. Diversion
of trade of many products from
them to Mexico could be the
most immediate effect of
NAFTA. To them, loss of exports
means loss of export-earnings
and jobs of their people. Mexico
could be the substitute source
of many labour-intensive prod-
ucts like garments, textile,
footwear, food-processing and
so on. Diversion of US Invest-

Asians Re-route Trips Down Under

Vincent W Stove writes from Sydney

Adverse perceptions throughout Asia of Australia
as a racist country have contributed to reduced

amount of attention” about the
problems of Asian immigrants
in Australia, along with public-
ity to the occasional vioclence by
extremist elements in Australia
against Asians.

The bureau's assistant direc-
tor, Dr Kee Pockong stated: The
prejudice and discriminatory
aspect of Australia's earlier re-
sponse to Asian and Pacific mi-
gration have strongly affected
Asians’ perceptions of Aus-
tralia’.

Australia’s economic situa-
tion has also encouraged many

. would-be Asian immigrants to

look elsewhere. While most
Asian countries continue to
enjoy high growth levels, the
Australian economy is still
struggling to emerge from a
prolonged recession.

Immigrants from South-East
Asia fell to about 14,000 in
1992 from the level 10 years
ago of about 20,000. The num-
ber from Malaysia dropped by
more than 50 per cent, and the
arrivals from the Phillppines
were at a 10-year low.

Two years ago, the number
of immigrants from Hong Kong
peaked at more than 13.500.
Only 6,520 arrived in 1992, Ar-
rivals from Vietnam dropped to

Asian immigration

a 15-year low of 5,651 last year,
down from nearly 10,000 the
previous year. Immigration from
Taiwan in 1992 totalled 1,434,
a drop of more than 50 per cent
from the previous year.

According to another report
released by the Bureau of Im-
migration and Population re-
search, Australia should con-
sider changing immigration pol-
lcy to-allow temperary, un-
skilled foreign labour — pre-
sumably from Asian countries
— to help the construction of
large development projects.

. The report states that the
trend towards temporary immi-
gration is very much in evidence
in Asia-Pacific countries with
current rapid economic growth.
The rt was commissioned
by the Bureau and prepared by
researchers from the Australian
universities of Newcastle, Wol-
longong and Sydney.

It states: ‘Given that a basic
premise underlying Australia’s
immigration programme is that
immigration brings economic

benefits, it is timely to consider
— as are Japan, South Korea.
Hong Kong and Taiwan — forms
of immigration in addition to
permanent immigration to as-
sist in achieving economic ob-
Jectives.

The report adds that proper
safeguards and adequate su-
pervision would be needed to
ensure that the contracts of im-*
ported temporary workers are
honoured and that acceptable
working conditions are en-
forced.

But Dr Kee Pookong warns:
'If one were to recruit people
[rom overseas simply because
they are able to work more
cheaply, there would be impli-
cations for industrial relations.
The experience of Western Eu-
rope and Japan shows that the
exploitation and treatment of
temporary workers is redlly
guite bad.’

For Chief Minister Marshall
Perron of Australia’s Northern
Territory, there are no doubts
about the direction the coun-
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mercial banks, especially Son-
ali, Agrani and Janata banks to
publicly clarify the facts and

figures, their problems and
difficulties in the operation of
the Pension Deposit Scheme.
We would also request them to
kindly revitalise the scheme for
the welfare of the public
servants and also for creating
the habit of savings in the
country.

O H Kabir and
Md Zahid Hossain
Dhaka-1203

Environment

Sir, Congratulations to the
Environment and con-
cerned officials for taking a for-
ward-looking step by attempting
to ban the use and production
of polythene bags. The use of
these bags have reached to
such extreme that the authority
has no choice but to make this
drastic action. 1 would, there-
fore, request and plead them
not to back out on their com-
mitment to the future genera--
tion. It is a small step towards a
safe environment and healthy
society.

Some might argue that for
the poor, worrying about the
environment can seem a luxury.
One might the reasonably ask
whether it makes sense to dis-
cuss expensive antipollution
devices and the greenhouse ef-
fect, when so many families go

without food, medicine and
other basic necessities of life. If
there i{s an answer, it is that de-
spair can only make trouble
worse. The least we can do for
our future generations is to
leave a clean environment and a

safe planet.

Akiau Chowdhury
West Nakhalpara, Dhaka

A real mockery?

Sir, The decision to ban poly-
thene bags speaks of our over-

conscipusness about environ-
ment, as many developed

countries have not yet banned it
for various reasons — both fi-
nancial and social. In our
country, there are_many more
serious factors and lapses re-
sponsible for environmental
pollution which have been over-
looked for long. A sense of pri-
ority and order of merit is de-
sired to be followed in govern-
mental decisions.

On the other hand, curiously
enough, permission has been
given and even 300 acres of
land in Mongla has been hastily
allotted to a foreign investor for
setting up an industry based on
industrial wastes to be imported
from developed countries. This
speaks of our alarming lack of
consciousness about environ-

"mental pollution and hazards.

In the name of industrialisa-
tion and attracting foreign in-
vestment, we have no right to
pollute the environment of our
country and endanger the wel-
fare of the posterity. Sure
enough, the nation’s welfare is
greater than foreign investment
or any other consideration.
Industrial wastes are even dis-
couraged and objected ta be
dumped into mid-seas by many
countries for fear of pollution

and hazard. It is a pertinent
question why developed coun-
tries are not consuming wastes
themselves in their own indus-
tries or thejr soil, having high
techs and capital, recycling
those into finished products?
Commercialty, finished prod-
ucts are more profitable than
exporting raw materials
(industrial wastes) to our coun-

try

that developed countries want
to dump their industrial wastes
into our country by alluring us
with baits of their investments.
They are taking advantage of
our present economic poverty.
We should not forget that, how-
ever financially poor we may be
presently, we are an indepen-
dent nation with bright
prospects. In the name of in-
dustrialisation and foreign in-
vestment, this kind of decision

is suicidal. Our future and pre-

sent generations will not forgive
us for such a suicidal decision.

It is shocking that neither
our intellectuals nor the politi-
cal parties, the members of
Parliament are raising any voice
on the issue and a subject so
crucial, while on other trifling
issues they are found y vO-
cal. This iIs really shameful and
sad.

The subject urgently requires
to be written in the editorials of
the national news dailies,
addressed at various national
symposiums participated by

renowned professors and
scholars and discussed threa-

dbare in the Parliament. It will
be a moral and national duty as
well for every concerned citizen
to throw more light on this
burning issue,

Imtiaz Hussain
Dhanmondi R/A. Dhaka

It is clearly understandable '

try’'s immigration should take:
he believes there should be
more of it and that there should
be more Asian | ants.

He has warned that Aus-
tralia could no longer justify the
small population of the vast is-
land continent.

‘When the national economy
picks up and unemployment
comes down, | would like to see
immigration, especially from
Asia-Pacific, restored to pre-re-
cession levels and eventually

- increased to boost our popula-

tion growth rate.’
The Northern Territory is one

of Australia’s least populated
areas. Its main city of Darwin is
closer to Asia than to Aus-
tralia’s major cities on the Pa-
cific coast. Mr Perron said that
even by the most conservative
standards the northern region
of Australia had the capacity to
sustain more people than the
nation's total current popula-
tion.
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in North America may
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iashed. Because NAFTA might
create that eventuality.

To conclude, NAFTA is a

strategic economic conglomera-
tion of three North American

production ally to the United
States which was losing Its

products to stay competitive in
the world market. Moreover,

to counter the threat posed to
its economic Interest by EC,
Japan or any future trade bloc
like the Asia Pacific Economic
Co-operation (APEC) without
US. So NAFTA is an economic

as well as a political venture for
the United States to consolidate
its position in the future. For
the developing countries around
the world. NAFTA could carry
an ominous signal. If it leads to
‘'open regionalism’ in North
America, there is nothing for
them to worry about. But if it
leads to a ‘'managed trade era’
in the Western hemisphere then

they have to lose very dearly in
the international trade.

But not all Australians are In
favour of more Asian immi-
grants. One of these is Labour
Party member of Parliament
Graeme Campbell who report-
edly said: "Australians over-
whelmingly want lower immi-
gration, and an end to multicul-
turalism and a stop to Asiani-
sation.’

Part of the problem Is job
placement. Immigration re-
search has revealed that more
Asfans are employed in the
professions on. a percentage
basis than Austraiian-born
workers.

More than 25 per cent of
workers from Malaysia. Singa-
pore, Hong Kong. Japan. India
and Sri Lanka are employed as
professionals. The proportion
for Australian-born workers is
just under 12 per cent.

But this is not the case for
immigrants from Vietnam,
Cambodia and Laos. Most of
them work in labouring meenial
and factory jobs, live in crowded
houses and do not speak En-
glish fluently.

— Depthnews Asia

.Securities and Exchange

Commission
— Shahabuddin Mahtab

We are up with yet another
mechanism for safeguarding
the interests of invéstors,
strengthening the share mar-
ket, providing capital for in-
dustrial growth, widening up
the employment base — all that
infuse power to the economy.
At the formal inauguration of
the Securities and Exchange
Commission (SEC) on 14
November, Prime Minister
Begum Khaleda Zia gave a
clarion call to the nation for
peace, discipline and stability
in the civil society — all that
are preconditions for a viable
take-off. ’

The newly set up SEC has
been given enormous powers,

' to restore the image of the

money and capital market, Our
GNP: Net Investment ratio is at
best a marginal three to four
per cents. In the absence of a
dependable share market,
people are Investing their
money in real estate, as a re-
sult of which the value of resi-
dential commercial plots have
baselessly multiplied in Dhaka

and the situation seems not

very different, say, in Sylhet.
This Is so, because the people
do not have safe and reliable
investment opportunities,
Beginning 1972 till this
date, have not been able to
build a right business cul-
ture, and an entrepreneur
class, to give the economy the
envisaged take-off, the indus-
tries in the private sector
which were once profitable
concerns, become sick indus-
tries in no time, the
being mostly taken over by the
state. Prosperity depends on
knowledge and acumen, more

s0 vis-a-vis tion — what
the society is ed with. So
the essential requirements for

a take-off is as that has been —

a highly developed knowledge
— technical, managerial, sci-
entific. as the case may be.
However, the past two-decade
was long enough a time for us
to learn.

A gernine entrepreneur ex-
pects to earn a reasonable
profit for his investment. But
the pseudo entrepreneurs do
not have the desire to set up
any industry, though they also
take to the motions that are
needed to get huge loans from
the DFIs and the banks. The
resultant outcome is that
crores of taka of the public
money Is taken away by the de-
faulting borrowers. In a
defaulting - culture, where
public money is just siphoned
off to foreign bank accounts, or
leads to atrocious display of
opulence, it is this poorest
country in the world that badly
suffers. We sadly recall lessons
from the Investment Cor-
‘poration of Bangladesh (ICB)
which failed to achieve the
objective for which it was set
up. And the ICB story is known
to all and sundry.

So, let nothing hold us back
now in this disaster prone
country — of teeming millions
from effecting integrity, disci-
pline, peace, transparency and
accountability at all levels. The
;E;.‘. has to address itself to the

¢ issues and be prepared to
take hard, even difficult, deci-
sions of who is or
may be involved.

it ia our hope that SEC
plays a major and meaningful
role in the industrialisation of
this country ( which has hardly
started) for we believe the SEC
is given enough power to carry
on its enormous responsibility
to the nation without fear or
favour.




