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China's new trade status 

BODY: 
AT LONG last, trade relations between the United States and China are on normal footing and the annual rigmarole of the American Congress granting normal trading relations to China will be no more. It is a change for the better. Since 1980, China's trading status with America had depended on a yearly waiver of US law, and each time the waiver came up for renewal, it was happy hour for the China-bashers in Washington to castigate Beijing on human rights, nuclear proliferation, Taiwan, Tibet, whatever. President George W. Bush's proclamation last Thursday, following China's entry into the World Trade Organisation (WTO), to grant Beijing permanent normal trade status will put an end to the annual debates in Congress over America's trade relations with China. He called it the 'final step in normalising US-China trade relations and welcoming China into a global, rules-based trading system'. The move does away with a ritual that had heightened US-China tensions. China's new trading status will not remove the nettles that spike their bilateral relations. But it dispenses with an occasion for making things worse. American multi-national companies which do business with China have hailed the move, for it means not just more opportunities for them. Permanent normal trade relations for China also means that they will be spared the uncertainties of getting Congressional approvals for Beijing, when China was subject to an annual scrutiny of its key policies by US lawmakers. China is undoubtedly pleased with its new trade credentials, but it should not take things for granted and be complacent. To be sure, its policies will still be watched closely. China's leaders have to keep to the reformist path and continue to expand economic as well as political freedoms. As China's economy opens up under WTO rules, it should also liberalise its political processes to make things more transparent, more accountable and more democratic. Any change in this direction, even if minor, will all add up. A proactive Chinese leadership that moves towards this goal will create the conditions to foster such changes. This will be good for China's development. The market-opening measures and economic liberalisation will bring about other changes as well. The US should thus give Beijing ample time and space to make the changes. Barracking China constantly and looking at it through diabolical lenses, as some in the anti-China lobby are wont to, will not be productive. Lest people forget, China's reformist leaders need all the help they can get to overcome the internal resistance to change. US Secretary of State Colin Powell has said that Beijing's new trade status was 'not an endorsement of China's policies', but it was clearly in US interests. As he put it: 'Trade with China is not only good economic policy, but it is also good human-rights policy and good national-security policy.' Well said. Beijing believes that normal trading relations with the US had 'removed a big obstacle in bilateral economic and trade cooperation'. This is a good start for the new year. Sure, there are still many outstanding problems in their trading relationship. In recent months, they have clashed over Chinese barriers to US farm products and America's anti-dumping suits against Chinese steel-makers. But China's WTO membership means that they have an international forum to sort out their differences. China's entry into the WTO, and with it the granting of permanent normal trading status with America, are among the key developments last year. Both countries should build on the gains. 

 





