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WTO likely to hammer out
access to drugs deal today

AFP, Geneva

The World Trade Organisation has
until Friday to reach agreement on
how to help poor countries gain
access to affordable medicines in
the face of US resistance prompted
by Washington's concerns for the
patent rights of its pharmaceutical
industry.

A last-chance meeting is slated
for Friday to hammer out a deal
before trade delegates leave town
for the winter holidays.

Theirtask is to agree on a system
enabling countries without a phar-
maceutical industry to override
patents and import cheaper generic
copies of patented medicines to
treat illnesses such as AIDS or
malaria.

Ministers meeting in the Qatari

capital Doha in November last year
gave the Geneva-based WTO until
the end of 2002 to devise a solution
to the high-profile problem.

For the moment there is no deal,
largely because of US objections to
certain wording in a draft text. If
agreement is reached, the new
regime would enter into force in
2003. If not, the already protracted
negotiations would resume next
year.

WTO Director General Supachai
Panitchpakdi recently warned
members that failure to meet the
deadline could be to "our collective
discredit" and underscored that
what is at issue is a humanitarian
problem.

But US Under Secretary of State
for Commerce Grant Aldonas on
Tuesday played down the signifi-

cance of a failure to meet the dead-
line.

During a visit to Brussels, he said
it would not be a disaster since
medicines were available and US
companies already financed sys-
tems for getting them to African
countries.

He was relaying the arguments
by pharmaceutical laboratories that
access to medicine is principally
determined by such factors as
infrastructure, care systems and
customs rights.

Harvey Bale, director-general of
the International Federation of
Pharmaceutical Manufacturers'
Associations, has said that if there
were no accord, it would not affect
the delivery of a single anti-AIDS
drug to anyone anywhere in the
world.

He has also insisted that generic
drugs produced in India, Brazil or
anywhere else can be exported to
Africa until 2005 when developing
countries must conform with WTO
intellectual property rights rules.

One of the main concerns for
industrialised countries in the WTO
negotiations has been to ensure
that safeguards will prevent the re-
export of cheap generic drugs --
destined for poorer countries -- back
into developed states.

In the worst case scenario, one
western diplomat commented
recently, such generic drugs could
"not even leave the airport".

But the other fundamental prob-
lem, which remains unresolved, is
the scope of diseases covered
under the more relaxed rules.

India urges Indonesia to
free top businessmen

AFP, Jakarta

Arun Jain, the company's chair-

Japan

govt abdicates role of

reviving economy: Analysts

Cabinet set to approve $676b draft budget today

AFP, Tokyo

The Japanese government has
abdicated responsibility for reviving
the economy by adopting policies of
fiscal austerity and accelerated bad-
loan disposals, leaving the central
bank as the sole guardian of growth,
analysts said.

While acknowledging fears over
soaring public debt, some worry the
BoJ is ill-equipped to counter defla-
tion with monetary policy alone,
given a lack of demand for funds
from firms, which are cutting capac-
ity and debt.

The Cabinet is expected on
Friday to approve a draft budget for
next year of 81.8 trillion yen (676
billion dollars), up 0.7 per cent from
the initial target for this fiscal year,
Vice Administrative Finance
Minister Toshiro Muto said.

The minor rise is unlikely to make
up for a slump in private demand as
the export-driven economic recov-
ery is snuffed out, with the govern-
ment looking to the central bank to
take up the burden of dealing with
deflation.

"The government's fiscal situa-
tion is getting steadily worse," said
Kunji Okue, economist at Dresdner
Kleinwort Wasserstein.

"Against this backdrop, although
there is a risk of conflict with fiscal
regulations, the Bank of Japan is
likely to come under increased
pressure to boost its (government
bond) purchases."

Dresdner expects the BoJ may
increase bond buying, which helps
keep market interest rates at very
low levels, to two trillion yen a month
by the latter half of next year, from
1.2trillion yen currently.

The government's fiscal situation
is worsened by falling tax income as
the economy slows.

The Finance Ministry plans to
issue 36.4 trillion yen in government
bonds next year, up 21.3 per cent
over the original forecast for the
current year, to make up for the
revenue shortfall, Muto said, citing
the ministry's draft budget proposal.

Many analysts argue govern-
ment debt levels are unsustainable
and increased spending will encour-
age investors to dump bonds due to
worries over rising supply, pushing
up yields and increasing the burden
of deficitfinancing.

In the worst case, falling prices of
Japanese government bonds could
undermine confidence, causing a
collapsein the bond market.

Ministry of Finance bureaucrats
share many of these fears.

Higher spending would also
benefit political opponents of the
reform agenda set out by Prime
Minister Junichiro Koizumi and
signal a return to what many foreign
financial investors view as a policy
of fiscal profligacy.

"The combination of expansion-
ary fiscal policy and an increase in
the BoJ's underwriting of JGBs
(Japanese government bonds) will
easily create inflation," said
Masaaki Kanno, head of economic
and policy research at JP Morgan,
and a former central banker.

"People do not support this policy
because an increase in government
spending will likely result in more
inefficiency of the economy and
lowering the tax rate may lead to a
rise in savings rate," Kanno said.
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been taken in its preparation no responsibility or liability is accepted for errors of fact or any opinion

The above are shipping position and performance of vessels at Chittagong Port as per berthing sheet
of CPA supplied by HRC Group, Dhaka.
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