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Pacific trade push sees
momentum and criticism

AFP, Washington

Nine Pacific nations including the United
States are moving ahead on building an
ambitious free trade zone, but few believe
they will meet a self-imposed November
deadline as criticism mounts.

President Barack Obama brought the
United States into talks on the Trans-
Pacific Partnership (TPP) in 2009, breath-
ing new life into a once-obscure group
and giving him a chance to shape his own
trade agenda.

The US Trade Representative's office
reported "considerable progress" during
talks that closed Friday and called for "as
much progress as possible"” before a Novem-
ber summit in Hawaii of the Asia-Pacific
Economic Cooperation (APEC) bloc.

Trade Minister Lim Hng Kiang of Singa-
pore, the host of the week-long talks, also
spoke of forward movement but said: "It
will take time and commitment to reach a
consensusonallissues."

The TPP involves nine APEC members -
- Australia, Brunei, Chile, Malaysia, New
Zealand, Peru, Singapore, thae United
States and Vietnam. Asia's two largest
economies, China and Japan, are not part
of the group buthave notruled outjoining.

"No one expects a full agreement with
every 'i' dotted and every 't' crossed by
November," said Representative Rick
Larsen, a member of Obama's Demo-
cratic Party from export-reliant Washing-
ton state.

But, he added: "There is an expecta-
tion that there will be a big step forward
onnegotiations."

With nine countries involved, there is
no shortage of disputes -- and criticism
has come not just from the usual critics of
globalization.

Representative Don Manzullo, a

Republican who heads the House Foreign
Affairs subcommittee on East Asia and
supports free trade in principle, has
voiced concern over lack of protection for
intellectual property under the TPP.

New Zealand is considering ending
patents for software on the grounds that
such protections stifle innovation.

"We need to look after American inter-
ests first and not just sign an agreement
becauseithelps ourengagementin Asia,"
said Nien Su, a senior aide to Manzullo.

Several lawmakers from US dairy

states have demanded that the sector be
taken off the table in the TPP. New Zea-

AFP
US President Barack Obama speaks to employees of AT&T, PepsiCo, UPS and Verizon in
Landover, Maryland, on Friday.

land is the world's biggest dairy exporter,
led by Fonterra, the country's largest
company.

In turn, left-leaning activists in Austra-
lia, New Zealand and elsewhere have
expressed concern that US exporters
would force up prices of medicine and
bring in genetically modified foods that
do notmeetlocal regulations.

Lori Wallach, director of US advocacy
group Public Citizen's Global Trade Watch,
warned against a free trade pact that
involves nations with controversial records
onlaborrights, particularlyViemam.

Wallach said that even if the TPP is

reached by November, it would prove
risky for Obama to seek its approval by
Congress in 2012, when he is up for re-
election.

"These are fights that can be avoided.
It's like backing up into a meat grinder,”"
she said of Obama's policy.

Obama is already embroiled with a
trade feud in Congress as he seeks
approval of a pact with South Korea but
Republicans press him to finalize
agreements with Colombia and Pan-
ama as well.

Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, in a
speech to an APEC meeting in March,
said the TPP offered a chance to create "a
new kind of trade agreement” that "pro-
motes not just more growth, but better
growth" and could be expanded eventu-
ally to the whole Asiaregion.

Calman Cohen, who heads the Emer-
gency Committee for American Trade
business group, said the TPP would give
the United States a seat as the dynamic
region shapes its economic future.

The pact would also boost relations
with all eight countries, which "will aid
the United States as it seeks to advance
other important priorities that are
beyond the scope of a trade agreement,”
Cohen said.

Walter Lohman, director of the Asian
Studies Center at the conservative Heri-
tage Foundation, said the TPP could help
keep the APEC bloc relevant. The United
States has striven to be part of Asia's insti-
tutions as Chinarises.

But Lohman called for more political
will to match negotiators' energy level.

The call for "'as much progress as possi-
ble'isjustnot the kind of goal thatis goingto
inspire the commitments necessary to

complete it in any relevant timeframe,"
Lohmansaid.

BRICS to talk economic
coordination, not
yuan: China

REUTERS, Beijing

Leaders from five of theworld's top emerging econ-
omies will discuss a coordinated stance on eco-
nomic issues such as commodity price fluctua-
tions, but the yuan's exchange rate is off the agenda,
asenior Chinese diplomatsaid on Saturday.

The mid-April "BRICS" summit will gather lead-
ers from Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa
inthe southern Chinese beachresortofSanya.

The summit is unlikely to achieve much con-
crete, though it will give the world's big rising
economies a venue to coordinate views on
global financial reforms, commodity prices and
othershared concerns.

"The BRICS countries have similar concerns
or stances on important questions like the
global economy, international finance and
development,” Assistant Chinese Foreign Min-
isterWu Hailong told a news conference.

"We hope all sides can strengthen coordina-
tion and mutual cooperation on reform of the
international currency system, commodity
price fluctuations, climate change and sustain-
able development,” he added.

China hoped the summit would in particular
be able to coalesce views on commodity price
fluctuations ahead of the G20 summit in
Cannes, France, later this year, Wu said.

"This is a topic at the G20 summit in Cannes
and ... the leaders of the five countries will
exchange views on this," he added. "We hope that
the five countries' leaders can have a joint stance
onthisissue andreach abroad consensus."

But Wu said the Chinese currency's exchange
rate would not be talked about at the Sanya sum-
mit. Some countries say China keeps the yuan arti-
ficiallyundervalued to help boost Chinese exports.

"The renminbi's exchange rate is not on the
agenda for discussion,” he said, repeating
China's standard line that its currency was not
the cause of global imbalances.

China's hard work at perfecting the yuan's
exchange rate mechanism was "clear for all to see”,
headded. Renmibiis the yuan's formal name.

FU [aunches appeal after
claiming W10 Boeing victory

AFP, Brussels

The European Union launched Friday an
appeal against a WTO ruling that the
United States gave aircraft maker Boeing
billions of dollars in illegal subsidies,
after claimingvictoryin the dispute.

"The EU has chosen to quickly appeal
technical elements of the ruling for legal
strategic reasons," said John Clancy,
spokesman for EU trade commissioner
Karel De Gucht.

"The EU's victory in this case against
Boeing remains very clear for all to see,"
he said, referring to the WTO finding that
state aid provided by Washington reached
atleast $5.3 billion (3.75 billion euros).

Clancy said the speed of the EU
appeal -- the latest tit-for-tat measure in
a seven-year battle over state aid for
rivals Airbus and Boeing -- was aimed at
accelerating decisions in an earlier WTO
finding against Europe.

A WTO ruling in June 2010 accepted
three out of seven claims by Washington
that Airbus effectively received illegal
export subsidies. Both sides have

appealed that ruling.

An EU source close to the negotiations
warned that Brussels was anticipating "a
much bigger appeal” from Washington
onthe Boeing case.

De Gucht said Thursday when the
findings were released in Geneva that the
EU was to "call on the US government to
take the appropriate steps that may
assist to achieve a mutually agreed solu-
tion to this dispute.”

However, the US government and
Boeing also claimed a moral victory,
saying that the amount of illegal subsi-
dies paid to the US aircraft maker was
much less than that paid to European
rival Airbus.

The appeal is expected to challenge
WTO decisions about subsidies not
classed as illegal, or where they were not
deemed to have been commercially
harmful.

Airbus, part of the European Aeronau-
tics Defence and Space Company
(EADS), has claimed that illicit US subsi-
dies caused $45 billion of lost civil air-
liner sales between 2001 and 2006.
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Protesters gather outside US Senator Charles Schumer's office to demand more jobs on

Friday in New York. The US Labour Department announced that the unemployment rate
fell to 8.8 percent last month as the US economy enjoyed a net gain of 216,000 new jobs.

S&P downgrades
Japan's TEPCO

AFP, Tokyo

Standard & Poor's down-
graded the long-term rat-
ing on Tokyo Electric
Power Co. (TEPCO), opera-
tor of a nuclear plant at the
centre of the world's worst
atomic crisis for 25 years,
to 'BBB+'from 'A+.’

The agency also lowered
the short-term rating to 'A-
2' from 'A-1', with both
ratings remaining "on
CreditWatch with negative
implications", it said, sug-
gesting that they could be
downgraded further.

Standard & Poor's deci-
sion, announced in a state-
ment released Saturday
Tokyo time, followed a
similar move by ratings
agency Moody's.

The deadly earthquake
and tsunami on March 11
damaged several TEPCO
facilities, and the company
now faces huge costs from
the crisis at the Fukushima
Daiichi nuclear plant,
which continues to leak
radiation.

The nuclear disaster has
forced evacuation of
nearby residents and con-
taminated farm soils, food
products and livestock.

"As a result of the
unprecedented events of
March 11 and the impor-
tance of TEPCO to the
Japanese economy, we
believe that the Japanese
government may provide
some form of extraordi-
nary support to the com-
pany,” S&P said.

"However, on a stand-
alone basis, we view the
credit profile of TEPCO as
non-investment grade,
with a continued high risk
ofnegative rating transition
intheshortterm," it said.

Some analysts estimate
TEPCO could face com-
pensation claims of more
than 10 trillion yen (120

Ford topples GM from top spot

AFP, Chicago

Ford knocked General Motors out of
the top spot for US auto sales last
month, a feat it had managed only
once before since 1998, industry
data showed Friday.

The upset came as the US auto
industry continues to rebound stron-
gly, with the overall sales rate rising
for the sixth consecutive quarter.

March sales increased 16.9 per-
cent from a year earlier to 2.5 million
vehicles, according to Autodata.

Meanwhile, rising oil prices in the
wake of unrest in the Middle East has
contributed to a strong shift towards
smaller cars, automakers said.

Firm demand for Ford's updated
truck line and its class-leading fuel
efficiency helped boost sales 19.2
percent in March from a year ago, to
212,777 vehicles.

That was 6,156 more vehicles
than GM sold after posting a 9.6
percent gain.

"Consumers are voting with their
wallets,” said Ken Czubay, who
heads Ford's sales and marketing.

GM has been the top seller in the
US market on an annual basis since
1931, according to Automotive
News Data Center.

But its crown has been under a
determined assaultin recent years.

Toyota ended GM's 77-year reign
as the world's largest automaker in
2008. Ford last outsold GM in Febru-
ary 2010, but by a margin of just 471
vehicles.

GM also lost the top spot in July
1998 when it was hobbled by a strike
at supplier Delphi Corporation and
was outsold by Ford by 83,883 vehi-
cles, the trade publication said.

"I don't think it shows a defini-
tive turn, but how competitive the
market is," Rebecca Lindland, an
analyst with IHS Global Insight,
told AFP.

GM remains the industry leader
for the quarter, with sales up 24.1
percent to 592,545 vehicles as its
sharerose 0.7 pointsto 19.4 percent.

Ford's sales for the first three
months of the year are up 15.9 per-
cent at 496,720 vehicles but its share
was down 0.6 points at 16.2 percent.

Both GM and Ford have under-

gone several rounds of intense
restructuring after Asian makers
wrested away market share and
consumers shifted away from their
former cash cows -- the gas-guzzling
sport utility vehicles which fueled
their profitsin the 1990s.

Ford managed to get its books in
order ahead of the 2008 financial
crash and was able to survive the
worst economic downturn in
decades without resorting to gov-
ernment help.

GM emerged from a government-
backed bankruptcy in July 2009 as a
stronger but significantly smaller
company.

"Our approach to the first quarter
was to gain momentum and we did
just that," GM's Johnson said in a
conference call prior to the release
of Ford's results.

"We'll continue to be very posi-
tive about our outlook, that we do
have the right products at the right
time and we continue to believe our
company will continue to grow."

Chrysler, which also came out of
taxpayer-funded bankruptcy reor-
ganization in 2009, posted a 31 per-
cent increase in March sales to
92,623 vehicles.

It was Chrysler's best month
since May 2008 and the 12th consec-
utive month of year-over-year sales
increases.
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Alan Mulally (R), president and CEO of the Ford Motor Company, and Derrick
Kuzak, group vice president of Global Product Development, are seen at the
New York International Auto Show in New York on Thursday.

Toyota saw sales drop 5.7 percent
from the heavily-incentivized
March 2010 salesto 176,222 units.

While its quarterly sales were up
12.5 percent gain to 433,924 vehicles
its share fell a full point to 14.2 percent
inthefirstthreemonthsoftheyear.

"Qur sales momentum continued
in March and contributed to a strong
first-quarter close," said Bob Carter,
head of Toyota Motor Sales, USA.

"With improving purchase inten-
tions and healthy inventory levels
heading into April, we feel confident
aboutoursales outlook.”

Japanese rival Honda posted a
23.5 percent increase in sales to
133,650 vehicles in its sixth straight
month of double-digit US sales
growth. Its share for the quarter
remained unchanged at 10.1 per-
cent, according to Autodata.

Nissan's sales jumped 26.9 per-
cent to 121,141 vehicles in March
while its quarterly share rose 0.3
points to 9.3 percent.

Supply problems resulting from
Japan's March 11 quake disaster did
not appear to have made a signifi-
cant impact on the US market even
though Toyota, Honda, Nissan, Ford
and GM have had to temporarily
idle some US factories.

"Based on everything we see right
now we don't see anything that's
going to slow down the industry,”



