Activities 2000 

Learning Forum on 18 August 2000: Roundtable Discussion on “China and WTO” with Prof. Kar-yiu Wong, University of Washington, Seattle, USA.

On August 18, 2000 the roundtable discussion on “China and WTO” was held at the Foundation for International Human Resource Development, Bangkok with Prof. Kar –yiu Wong, Professor of Economics at the University of Washington, Seattle.  He had recently organized the session “China and WTO” as part of the conference on “Greater China and the World Economy” held in Hong Kong in collaboration with the City University of Hong Kong.  

Among the distinguished participants from both the private and public sectors were Mr. Chavarat Charnvirakul, Former Deputy Minister of Finance and Chairman of the Advisory Board, Sino-Thai Engineering & Construction Pcl; Dr. Chira Hongladarom, Secretary-General, Foundation for International Human Resource Development;  Mr. Chen Fa Bing, Second Secretary, Political Section, and Mr. Zhang Zhi Wen, Third Secretary, Economic & Commercial Office, Embassy of the People's Republic of China; Mr. Ng Jui Meng, Vice President, Bangkok Bank Pcl.; Mr. Satashi Suenaga, Director, Public Relations Dept., JETRO, Bangkok; Assoc. Prof. Suthiphand Chirathiva, Dean, Faculty of Economics, Chulalongkorn University; Mr. Pisanu Rienmahasarn, Deputy Director-General, Department of Foreign Trade, Ministry of Commerce; Ms. Wanlapa Jitsomboon, Department of East Asian Affairs, Ms. Suphatra Srimaitreephitak and Ms. Wantana Manovit, Department of Economic Affairs, Ministry of Foreign Affairs; Mr. Kritapol Sundaravej, Trade Officer, Department of Foreign Trade, Ministry of Commerce; Ms. Chutima  Duangpanich, Public Relations Dept., JETRO, Bangkok; and Mr. Saritdet Marukatat, News Reporter, The Post Publishing Public Company Limited.

There were a number of comments and recommendations concerning the impact over Southeast Asian countries with China’s competitive advantage on labour intensive products as well as certain higher quality products.  With these challenges, Southeast Asian countries, particularly Thailand, have to manage to improve themselves and move up to capture the higher quality.  At the same time, they have also to make a determined effort to reap the benefits from China lowering its tariffs and non tariff barriers on trade. This will present a lot of opportunities to developing countries like Thailand expand its market and market share in the vast market of China. 

Unavoidably, developing countries will face greater competition from China in third markets after China becomes a member of WTO.  Therefore, they should prepare  themselves to cope with this possibility, particularly in improving labor capacities and qualities so as to remain competitive and maintain their shares in the world market. Furthermore, many countries like Thailand have not studied in detail the possible impact on its exports of China’s entry into WTO.  In particular, it may be now the time for collaboration, linkages and networking among Thai and Chinese businesspersons in order to exploit the common opportunities. 

Finally, there were several other questions for thought -- namely whether in developing nations, such as Thailand, the Ministries of Commerce and Foreign Affairs should network and promote better linkages with such leading countries in East Asia as Japan and China.  In this context, the agenda of WTO or of many other multilatral institutions often reflect mostly on developed countries’ needs and weights.  Therefore, developing nations should tighten up their mutual relationshipas and cooperation; they should also discuss more among themselves in order to bring and promote greater harmony and unity. Simultaneously, they need to know and understand themselves better, especially in terms of the directions where they are going and what we they really need, including in human resource development, so that they can develop their own agenda together, and then they can be a heavy weight and not light weight, boxer on the canvas as currently is the case. 
**********************

Learning Forum on October 3, 2000: Roundtable Discussion on “WTO and Labour Standards : Implications on Thailand” with Ms.Mitsuko Horiuchi, Regional Director, Asia Pacific Region, International Labour Organization (ILO),  

On October 3, 2000, the roundtable discussion on “WTO and Labour Standards: Implications on Thailand” was held at the Foundation for International Human Resource Development, Bangkok with Ms.Mitsuko Horiuchi, Regional Director, Asia Pacific Region, International Labour Organization (ILO).

There were many distinguished participants from both private and public sectors – including Mr. Chavarat Charnvirakul, Former Deputy Minister of Finance and Chairman of the Advisory Board, Sino-Thai Engineering & Construction Pcl; Dr. Chira Hongladarom, Secretary-General, Foundation for International Human Resource Development; Mr. Matee Leelawat Executive Vice President, Bangkok Bank PCL; Mr.Scott Laird Rolston, Economic Officer, Embassy of USA; Mr. Patanasak Hoontrakul, Managing Director of Siam Pulleys Industry Co.,Ltd.; Mrs. Paveewan Hoontrakul, Deputy Managing Director, Thai Heng Kan Chang Rae Kan Raw Ltd.; Ms. Areeya Rojvithee, Department of Skill Development, Mr.Prachuab Namtip, Director of Labour and Social Welfare Studies Bureau, and Mr.Atitaya Nualsri, Office of the Permanent Secretary, Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare; Ms.Vichitra Haetanurak, Trade Preference Division Director, Department of Foreign Trade, Ministry of Commerce.

Labor problems existed both before and after Asian economic crisis. For example, before the financial crisis, Asian economy faced labor shortage.  After crisis, there have been many social problems coming up such as unemployment and lay-off, which Asian countries did not have enough legislation for the workers’ social protection.  Labor standards can be measured by 8 ILO conventions such as the Forced Labour convention, the Abolition of Forced Labour Convention, the Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organise Convention, the Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, the Equal Remuneration Convention, the Discrimination Convention, the Minimum Age Convention, and the Worst Forms Child Labour Convention. According to ILO, these conventions are important as measurements of labour standards which are in a way a form of human right and an important part of democracy. Therefore, they are important in their own right, and it is the mandate of ILO to pursue the application of labour standards across the globe.

There were many issues and concerns discussed and commented on, for instance, before WTO conference in Seattle, the U.S. pushed to have labour standards as part of trade negotiations and as a means to protect the free flows of trade.  Such a position was opposed by most developing countries because to have acceptably good labour standards is costly and depends very much on stage of development of the countries concerned.  However, if labour standards are considered separately from trade policy and possible trade sanctions, then many countries should try to improve their own labour standards.  

Furthermore, there were some comments made by participants as regards the implementation of labour standards, for example, among especially family business this is considered as an expense of the company.  Indeed, many companies have tried to give their employees better benefits which, on the other side, their own competitors do not follow the same rules or practices.  The question was left as to how their own companies can survive in this situation.  Other recommendations, moreover, were raised such as there should be more information and more communications between representatives of Thailand who attend the ILO conferences and ratify the conventions and, on the other hand, the employers and employees who are implementators and the recipients.  

Another pertinent issue is that governments in developing countries should try to use strategies which will increase their capacity of implementing those labour laws and regulations. As to the promotion of international labor standards in Thailand, there should be, firstly, more public information and communications to create better awareness and understanding among the employers and employees. Secondly, there should be better  cooperation between government and the private sector in such matters as the development of enterprise labour standards or labour codes of conduct.  Finally, the most important consideration is that labour, economic and social issues should not be separated but should instead be integrated into national development strategies and action. 

**********************
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