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Dr. Surin Pitsuwan, ASEAN Secretary-General,
Dr. Chiradet Ousawat, President of UTCC,
Mr. Antoni Estevadeordal, Sector Manager, Inter-American Development Bank, 

Mr. Virasakdi Futrakul, Permanent Secretary, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Thailand, 

His Excellency Ambassadors of Latin American countries, 

Dr. Jakarin Srimoon, Director, The SEA-LAC Trade Center, UTCC, 

Distinguished Guests,

Ladies and Gentlemen,
Introduction
· It is my great pleasure to be a part of the opening of The SEA-LAC Trade Center today.  
· Let me express my appreciation to University of the Thai Chamber of Commerce (UTCC) and the Thai Chamber of Commerce for the initiative they have taken in establishing this new research center, and especially in envisioning academic values, as well as trade and investment opportunities, that will arise thereof.  
· To me, I particularly foresee the precious opportunities which will emerge from the ASEAN-Latin America and Caribbean relations. 
Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen,
· Let me therefore begin with a brief discussion on how these two regions – ASEAN and Latin American and the Caribbean – stand today, and what the chances are for the future development of our relationship.
ASEAN and LAC Relations
· ASEAN: 
· Talking about ASEAN, the first thing I see is the sign of intra-regional strength. Most notably, ASEAN, with population of 583 million, is working towards ASEAN Economic Community by 2015.  
· This growing intra-ASEAN strength by no means indicates that it is becoming a stand-alone regional bloc in the East. The progress of various frameworks under ASEAN+3 and ASEAN+6, despite any difficulty we may still be facing, is a firm proof of its open regionalism which does not discriminate non-member states by neither protectionism, nor restrictive rules of origin.  
· When combining ASEAN and East Asia, you will see a most dynamic and fastest growing region in the world with 1/3 of world population and 1/4 of world trade.
· Moreover, if we add Thailand and India into the equation under their bilateral FTA and BIMSTEC framework, this region is no doubt an economic force to be reckoned with, when all agreements are concluded.

Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen,
· Latin America and Caribbean: 
· It is sad to say, but nonetheless undeniable that there is a lack of knowledge on LAC countries in Thailand, starting from the geographic definition of the region. So, allow me to start with some basic facts and figures. 
· According to the United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, the LAC region comprises 46 countries, including dependent territories in the Caribbean, with a total population of 580 million people. The region accounts for a combined GDP in 2007 of US$3.65 trillion and a trade turnover in 2007 of US$1.69 trillion. 
· Going into more detail, I see the region as rich in natural resources, including precious minerals. Many countries in this region are significant suppliers of copper, nickel, iron ore, hydrocarbons, bauxite and other important minerals, which feed industries not only in developed countries but also in the developing world. Latin America produces 47 percent of the world’s soybean crop, 40 percent of copper and 9.3 percent of its crude oil.

· Equally important, regionalism in LAC has evolved since 1960s with pacts and frameworks aimed at enlarging protected market in the context of import-substitution industrialization. This trend was nevertheless reversed in the 1990s with the introduction of economic liberalization. From that time onward, the countries in this region have also proactively engaged in both intra- and inter-regional FTAs and both bilateral and regional arrangement. 
· To name just a few, there are free trade agreements with the US partnership; namely, NAFTA, FTAA (Free Trade Area of the Americas) which includes every countries in North and South America with the exception of Cuba and is a driving force to extend NAFTA. Nevertheless, FTAA was opposed by many countries before faltering over similar points at the Doha Development Round. 
· Another regional framework is DR-CAFTA, to which parties are Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Costa Rica, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, and the US). This grouping is a stepping stone towards the FTAA since it has the same goals as NAFTA.
· Some countries, however, formed sub-regional groupings to counterbalance the pacts led by the US, most notably MERCOSUR (or Southern Common Market; Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, and Uruguay) and Andean Community (Columbia, Bolivia, Ecuador, and Peru).

· These sub-regional groupings, MERCOSUR in particular, have also entered into bilateral FTAs with non-member states in both LAC such as Chile, and extra-regional countries, such as the EU and Japan

· Lastly, Union of South American Nations or UNASUR integrated two existing customs unions -- MERCOSUR and the Andean Community -- and CARICOM (กายอานาและสุรินาเม) and Chile (amounting to 12 members in total). Member states have to adopt not only common external tariff structures and harmonize their trade and foreign affairs policies but also common currency, parliament, and passport. A complete union modeled after the EU is expected to be completed by 2019.
· Latin America is, therefore, undoubtedly one of the most fascinating areas of the world to study and explore – academically or for trade and investment opportunities. And, indeed, its experiences in economic and political integration, whose potential is perhaps second only to the EU, are certainly relevant to a burgeoning community like ASEAN.
Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen,
Thailand + LAC Relations
· Now we come to Thailand-LAC relations. Again, to begin with, let me give you some facts and figures between Thailand and Latin American countries. 
· During 2005-2009, there were so many commemorations of diplomatic relations between Thailand and LAC countries. Just to name a few, Argentina 50 years, Brazil 50 years, Cuba 50 years, Chile 45 years, Peru 40 years, and Mexico 30 years. 
· Overall, trade between Thailand and LAC during 2005-08 doubled from USD 4.9 bn to USD 8.4 bn.  Thailand exports machinery, automobiles, electrical machinery, and rubber.  Main imported products include iron ore, natural resource-based products, and agricultural products.
· As for direct investment, we are seeing several Latin American corporations such as SADESA of Argentina who is one of the leading tanning groups in the world, has been in Thailand since 1998 with the investment of around Baht 450 mil.  CEMEX of Mexico, one of the world largest cement company, invested more than Baht 700 mil. since 2001.  We can expect to see more companies coming to Thailand that now ranks 13th in the world in terms of the ease of doing business by World Bank. 
· 2008 witnessed several bilateral talks between Thailand and Latin America countries, such as JC meetings between Thailand and Peru, and Thailand and Brazil.  Meetings on Political Consultation between Thailand and Brazil and Thailand and Argentina also took place, together with Bilateral Economic Consultations meeting between Thailand and Argentina.
· FTA between Thailand-Peru is ready to be signed while Chile has strong interest in negotiating an FTA with Thailand.
· There are several incoming and outgoing trade missions between Thailand and LAC countries, including in-store promotion and trade exhibition. 
Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen,
Opportunities

· When we talk about SEA-LAC, we see 56 countries with the combined population of 1.16 bn people. As I have pointed out earlier, LAC countries, with their abundant natural resources and a growing domestic market potential boosted by regional integration – let alone its close proximity to the North America – are no doubt attractive to Thailand and ASEAN.
· Likewise, ASEAN can become a renewed target for business interests from LAC countries.  
· Thailand and LAC can not only take advantage of their complementarity of factor endowments but also move towards more sophisticated trade and investment arrangements.
· To illustrate this more clearly, as the world leading sugar producer and specialist in bio-ethanol since 1975, Brazil is a role model for Thailand in organizing systematically sugar cane farms through Global Sugar Alliance. Moreover, the two nations signed a memorandum of understanding in 2004 to exchange biofuels information and expertise. 
· On the other hand, LAC countries may consider Thailand as a gateway to countries in the Asian region such as China, Korea, and ASEAN.
Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen,
· The pathway to a closer SEA-LAC relationship is not easy. Some obstacles need to be tackled, for example:
· First, insufficient knowledge and understanding about LAC on the part of both the business sector and the general public in Thailand.
· Second, the long distance separating the two regions and the lack of direct transport links and therefore high logistic cost. 
· Third, overlapping FTAs/RTAs need to be consolidated in order to provide a more conducive environment for investment.  
· And finally, of course, language barriers.
Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen,
How can this research center make contributions?

· How much, in terms of opportunity cost, have LAC and Thailand paid so far? Undeniably, we, both public and private sectors in Thailand, have not put enough effort. It is now the right time for us to be serious about exploring new markets.
· The SEA-LAC center therefore offers a fresh new opportunity; at least, to initially break the ice and make the two regions understand each other more deeply and ultimately conceive further opportunities.
· One point I need to mention here is that according to the recent meeting of Cairns Group in Bali, WTO members, including the US and India, will re-engage in the Doha Development Round. As such, ASEAN and LAC should join forces in fighting against their common problems; that is, the EU Common Agriculture Policy (CAP) and the US subsidies in agricultural sector.
· Both regions are emerging markets. According to the WTO report, the rate of trade growth decreased from 8.5% in 2006 to 6% in 2007 due primarily to a deceleration of import demand in the US, the EU, and Japan, but the countries in the developing Asia, South and Central America continue to sustain their economic growth.
· The report also reveals that a surge in agricultural prices was a dominant development in 2007. Despite the EU achieving the first position with 46% of growth rate, Asia was ranked in the second position, accounting for 20%. South and Central America demonstrated the highest growth rate, jumping from 12% to 23.4% in 2006 and 2007, respectively. 
Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen,
Solutions:

· Government level 

· Exchange of High level visits. 

· Close consultation between ambassadors of Latin American countries and high-level Thai officials.
· Pleased to learn that Mercosur and ASEAN have begun their consultation for future cooperation.

· Despite these positive outlook, it won’t work without active participation by the businesses from both regions. 

· Cost of doing businesses will have to be competitive in both regions.  This would mean more direct flights and cargo ships to various port of entries between the two regions. 

· In any case, TTR will organize a trade mission in the next couple of month to several Latin American countries together with members of BOT and FTI.  Hope that will give us a new beginning.  

· Once again, let me commend the initiative and effort of the UTCC and Thai Chamber of Commerce in setting up this SEA-LAC Center.  I am confident that the Center will play an important role in SEA-LAC relations in the future.  I wish all members and staff of the Center every success in their endeavors.

Thank you for your attention.  
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