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· I am deeply honoured to have been invited by the Commonwealth Study Conference Association of Malaysia to speak to you this afternoon. In extending their invitation Dato’ Hamidi and his colleagues asked me to talk about British policy in the context of the UK’s current Presidency of the G8 and of our forthcoming Presidency of the European Union in the second half of this year. My purpose this afternoon, therefore, is to talk about the UK’s objectives and hopes for our two Presidencies as identified by the present Government. I insert this caveat because, as you know, Mr Blair has announced that a general election will be held on 5 May and I cannot  - indeed dare not - presume on the decision of the British electorate by appearing to anticipate the outcome of the election.

· The UK’s Presidency of the G8 began in the immediate aftermath of the tragedy on 26 December last year, when the tsunami struck the countries around the Indian Ocean. The horrors of that day revealed the continuing frailty of human kind faced by the power of nature. It also demonstrated how the modern world, with it’s ease of travel and long distance tourism, has increased shared vulnerability to disaster, whether natural, or man-made. The waves that crashed on to the beaches of Phuket, Batu Ferringhi and Galle in Sri Lanka brought death and destruction, not just to the people of those places, but to families from every continent. Yet, as the tragedy unfolded, it also yielded a message of hope. The destruction wrought in minutes brought forth within hours an out-pouring of human compassion on a scale the world has not seen previously.

· In a demonstration of unprecedented generosity ordinary people across the world, here in Malaysia and in my own country, gave spontaneously, irrespective of their own well being or wealth. In the case of the UK, private donations amounted to some £340 million or around 2.4 billion ringgit. Governments have also been generous. The European Union pledged 100 million euros for immediate assistance and 350 million more for reconstruction.

· In what was our first major action as Chair of the G7/G8, the UK secured agreement to support the suspension of debt payment by countries affected by the disaster. This was rapidly agreed agreed by the Paris Club group of debtor countries. The offer was taken up by Indonesia and Sri Lanka, and is helping them to tackle both the immediate consequences of the tsunami and the requirements of long term reconstruction.

· This emphasis on using the G8 to bring practical solutions to real world problems is very much the hallmark of the present British government’s approach to it’s G8 Presidency. Ministers have identified two major issues - bearing directly on the lives of millions – on which they want the G8 to focus during the UK Presidency. These are poverty in Africa and climate change.

      Africa

· Let me take Africa first, setting out the problem against the Millennium Development Goals agreed five years ago in New York. The Millennium Goals included several very demanding targets: that, by 2015, every child would be at school, all avoidable infant deaths would be prevented, and poverty would be halved. But at the present rate of progress, in the worlds poorest region, sub-Sahara Africa, it will take us well over a century – not ten years – to achieve these goals. The reality today is that millions of boys and girls – 18 million in Africa alone – are still denied schooling. Every day 3000 African children under the age of five die from malaria. 300 million Africans still do not have access to safe drinking water, the most basic requirement of daily life.

·  And, of course, the problem extends well beyond economic needs narrowly defined, because economic development cannot be achieved without a secure and stable environment. In the Congo alone, over a period of five years, almost 3 million people have died as a result of the fighting which has ravaged that troubled country’s territory. Is it surprising that it is a by-word for poverty? 

· This is why the Commission for Africa, set up last year at UK initiative, in its report published on 11 March, adopts a comprehensive, holistic approach to the problems of Africa. The report contains many recommendations. In particular it proposes an increase in aid to Africa of 25 billion US dollars a year by 2010, and a further increase of 25 billion dollars by 2015. It calls for funding to be dedicated to the training of doctors and nurses, to providing education and to investment in infrastructure, and for a particular focus on tackling HIV / Aids. But it ranges more widely, urging the total cancellation of sub-Saharan African debt, progress in trade negotiations, and for an international treaty on the arms trade, plus help to African nations to resolve and prevent conflict.

· Implementation of the Commission’s recommendations will require wholehearted efforts in a wide range of organisations. The UK Government intends that the G8 should play their part. Work is under way within the G8 on a comprehensive package for the G8 Summit in July covering conflict resolution, governance issues, health, education, agriculture, water, and private-sector development. Financing issues are being taken forward in the G7, focussing on developing country indebtedness. 

· The problem is not so much bilateral debt. Today 27 of the very poorest countries are benefiting from agreements to write off 70 billion US dollars worth of un-payable bilateral debt.  37 more countries are potentially eligible for up to 100 billion dollars of similar relief. The UK itself has already cancelled the aid debts of all the poorest countries and is willing to help other low-income countries. But many countries are still being forced to choose between servicing their debts and investing in health, education and infrastructure, with the vast proportion of this debt being owed to international institutions: the World Bank, the IMF and the development banks. That is why the UK has called on the richest countries to offer 100% relief on multilateral debt and obtained G7 Finance Ministers agreement in February to work on recommendations on debt and development to be put to the G8 Summit at Gleneagles. The UK will pay its share, estimated at just over 10% of the remaining debt owed to the World Bank and the Africa Development Bank on behalf of the eligible countries.

· But debt relief will not be enough. So the UK has proposed that international aid should be doubled, with individual nations committing themselves to timetables to increase development aid to the UN-agreed target of 0.7% of national income.  For it’s part the UK has committed itself to reach that target by 2013, having already doubled our development assistance in the period since 1997.  With the same aim, that of doubling international aid, the Chancellor of the Exchequer has proposed that multilateral aid should be funded through a new International Finance Facility, a proposal endorsed by the UN Secretary General in his recent report on UN reform. The IFF, by securing long-term, binding donor commitments from the richest countries and building upon existing international commitments, would leverage additional money from the international financial markets to increase the availability of development assistance.

·  If a financing package such as the IFF is agreed – and I should acknowledge at once that there are other proposals for how the money might be raised – it will enable the international community to mobilise an additional 50 billion dollars, of which approximately half would go to Africa. Funding of this sort is essential. Without it, the Millennium Development Goals, agreed by the whole international community, cannot be met. Let us hope that the unprecedented generosity stimulated by the tsunami will continue to be reflected in the international community’s approach this year to the problems of poverty and under-development, especially in Africa, the world’s poorest region.

Climate Change

· Of the many threats to the peoples of the world, but especially the poor, climate change is one of the greatest. This is, I acknowledge, a contentious and much disputed issue. That has been the case since global warming was first predicted in 1896, over a century ago.   But the balance of the argument has shifted. The evidence that the danger is real and accelerating is now accepted by a very large number, probably a majority, of the experts.  

· Of course the majority is not always right, but the evidence is compelling. Glaciers are now in retreat that have not retreated since the last ice age, 12,000 years ago. Tree rings and ice cores tell us that the past century has been the hottest in the past 1000 years. The European summer of 2003, in which thousands died as a consequence of exceptionally high temperatures, all too accurately reflected predictions of the impact of climate change made by the experts. It is worth adding that 2003 was the third warmest year on record since 1856 when average global surface temperatures were first accurately measured; 2002 being the second warmest and 1998 the warmest. In all, four of the hottest years on record have occurred in the past six years.

· It is true that the Kyoto Treaty entered into force in February, but it still lacks full international support. So what does the UK government hope to achieve through the G8, whose countries account for 65% of global GDP and 47% of global CO2 emissions?  We hope first to send out a clear message from the wealthiest of the world nations:  that they all accept that the issue is important; that the evidence should continue to be studied; and that the reduction of greenhouse gasses is an agreed objective, even if there is no unanimity on the means to achieve this. 

· The Government also hopes to develop, through the G8, a package of practical measures, largely technology-based, to cut emissions. In addition to research into new technologies, this should include ways to implement the many low-carbon technologies that have already been developed. For example, the many technologies that exist to make the use of energy more efficient; more extensive exploitation of renewable energy sources; and the use of cleaner fossil fuels. Finally, the G8 need to work towards a partnership with the rapidly developing economies, such as China and India, to identify ways in which they can continue to grow and develop, but as low carbon, low emission economies. It is an uncomfortable reality that on current trends, coal-fired plants in developing countries could produce by 2030 more carbon emissions than the entire power sector in OECD countries today.

· The economic case for action is very strong and the consequences of a failure to act, in particular for developing countries, is very evident. The impact of climate change will depend, of course, on how far and how fast temperatures rise, and on the nature of accompanying changes in rainfall, sea levels and extreme weather events. But the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change suggests that the global economic costs associated with an increase in average global temperatures of 2.5 degrees Celsius could cost between 1.5% and 2% of global GDP per year. The Commission for Africa in its report underlined the particularly severe impact global warming is likely to have on the prospects for development in the very poor, least-developed countries. 

· Against this background, we need to recognise that decisions taken now could have immeasurable impact in years to come. The International Energy Agency estimate that global economic growth and development will require investment over the next 25 years in the world’s energy infrastructure of some 16 trillion dollars. Around 1,500 large generating plants will be built, most using fossil fuels, over a third of them in China alone. And with power stations having a life span of up to 40 or 50 years, decisions taken now and over the next two decades, will determine and narrow our energy options – and the scope for influencing the consequential impact on climate change – for at least the next half century. 

· In the UK, the present Government has responded with a range of policies to ensure that energy decisions made in the UK lead to reduced emissions. These include increased taxation on the use of energy, encouragement for the use of renewables, the introduction of emissions trading, and work to develop more efficient technologies. But this is a problem that can only be tackled through collective action. Hence the Government’s wish to use the G8 (and the EU) to move the debate, and policy decisions by governments, in a direction which will help at least to slow, if not reverse climate change.

The European Union

-     Ladies and gentlemen

· Let me now turn to the present UK Government’s hopes and intentions for the UK Presidency of the European Union, which begins in July. I should say at once that the leadership of the European Union is now very firmly in the hands of our Luxembourg colleagues, whose Presidency has only just passed its mid-way point. It is therefore far too early for me to speak definitively about our intentions for the second half of the year and I will only touch on two, but two very important issues. My comments reflect the thinking of the present Government and should not of course be interpreted as reflecting views agreed by all 25 Member States. 

· The first point I would make is that each Presidency is part of a continuum, of a long distance relay race, not a one hundred-meter sprint. What one Presidency achieves is largely defined and made possible by the work of the proceeding Presidency and it’s predecessors. Presidencies, which initiate business, rarely see its conclusion, relying instead on those who take over the baton to bring it to completion. So the Government’s objectives for the UK Presidency will be set largely by work which is already under way. Hence the importance of our close co-operation with the present Luxembourg Presidency and with their predecessors, our colleagues from the Netherlands. 

· The UK Government’s objectives are framed first and foremost by the fact that the European Union is the world’s largest common market, a market of 450 million consumers. Its collective success determines the success of each of the economies of its member states. Thus the UK has an overriding interest in boosting growth, and the jobs which flow from it, across Europe. The central aim will be to ensure that European citizens get the maximum benefit from that market by pursuing further liberalisation and reform, fostering enterprise and innovation, and reducing the burden of regulation.

· The Government intends therefore to continue work on measures to liberalise and achieve progress towards a single market in services across the EU. Services today account for some 70% of the EU’s output, but at present only 20% of trade. Creating a true single market in this sector would boost growth in the Union, and improve the price, choice and quality of services on offer to businesses and consumers. The objective is better implementation and enforcement of the existing financial services action plan and to ensure that EU law, so vital for the operation of the single market, is the most effective possible for business. The UK has long worked closely with past and present Presidencies on regulatory reform and welcomes the strong lead which the Commission President, Mr Barroso, has given on this issue. 

· The Services Directive is central. It is intended to liberalise the European market by requiring national governments to make it easier for European service companies to set up on their territories, simplifying regulatory regimes and making them more accessible. The objective is ambitious. But it is estimated that it could bring at least 600,000 new jobs to the EU, and add 37 billion Euros to the European economy.

· Another, very important priority, will be to carry forward work to achieve a successful outcome to the Doha trade round at the ministerial meeting due to take place in Hong Kong next December. There is much to be done. Average trade barriers have fallen to 3 %, but tariff peaks can reach as high as 15 % - and higher still for agricultural produce.  Non-tariff barriers – rules of origin, administrative procedures, customs fees and so on - continue to restrict market entry for developing countries. And the process of liberalising services lags dismally. 

· Of course some progress has been made. The framework for continuing negotiations agreed last July, plus the impetus given by the mini-Ministerial at Mombasa last month, offer a vital opportunity to make real progress in global trade liberalisation. The European Union’s conditional offer in Geneva last summer to phase out agricultural export subsidies represented a very significant step forward. So too did the removal earlier this year of textile quotas. 

· But the present UK government believes strongly that the EU needs to lead the way in achieving an ambitious and pro-development outcome to the Doha round. An ambitious agreement that reduces distortions and increases market access to developed country markets would provide a significant boost to long-term economic growth and development in developing countries, lifting millions of people out of poverty and making an important contribution towards the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals. The World Bank has estimated that gains from a good agreement could lift 140 million people out of poverty by 2015. And the high-income countries would benefit also. Estimates suggest that existing barriers to external trade and investment, such as tariffs, quotas and restrictive standards, cost European consumers up to 7% of EU GDP. So the stakes are large and the penalties of failure very serious, both for the rich, but especially so for the poor. 

A Global Arms Trade Treaty

· I said earlier that economic growth, especially in the poorest countries, cannot be achieved without a secure and stable environment. There are of course many components to such an environment. These include: efficient and un-corrupt governments which enjoy popular support freely expressed; social, especially inter-ethnic and inter-religious, harmony; and an absence of tension or conflict between neighbouring states. The one factor that certainly increases instability and reduces security, both at the level of individual communities and at the level of states, is the omnipresence of cheap, easily useable conventional weapons. 

· The statistics are alarming. Almost one person is killed every minute by a bullet from a gun. In the Democratic Republic of Congo hundreds of thousands of small arms have played a major part in causing millions of deaths. The same is true in Sudan. Cities around the world are made more dangerous by the presence of lethal firearms in the hands of criminals. It is estimated that more than 10% of El-Salvador’s GDP is lost as a consequence of violence, double the amount the government there spends on health and education. Thus the prevalence of cheap weapons is a major contributor to the fear and insecurity which holds back development, discourages investment, and destroys hope.

· The UK is a major manufacturer of armaments, but we believe that this imposes on us an obligation to behave responsibly. We have tightened up and made more transparent the licensing of UK’s defence exports. We initiated the EU Code of Conduct on Arms Sales during our last EU Presidency in 1998. We are active in supporting the UN Programme of Action on Small Arms and Light Weapons. We have funded programmes for weapons destruction in countries as various as Afghanistan, Albania, Bosnia, Kenya, South Africa and Mozambique, and have supported UNDP’s programme on Arms Destruction in some 25 developing countries. 

· The UK Government believes that we should now go one step further. We have therefore proposed that the international community should negotiate through the UN an International Arms Trade Treaty to establish legally binding principles of responsibility in arms exports. The Government believes the treaty should cover all conventional arms, not just small arms.  It should establish core principals making clear when arms exports are unacceptable, while acknowledging the inherent right of every nation to self-defence. And it should be backed by an effective mechanism for monitoring and enforcement, with provision for the imposition of penalties on those who flout it. The government’s intention is to put this proposal on the agenda of the G8 and to pursue it also during our presidency of the European Union. We do not underestimate the complexity of the project, but we believe it would help tackle a threat of world-wide proportions.

· Ladies and Gentlemen

· There are of course many other issues on which the UK intends to be active in both its G8 and European Union capacities as this year unfolds. But I hope I have given you an indication of some of the present Governments more important priorities. And I hope I have demonstrated also that the UK believes in taking an active part in tackling the many issues on the international community’s agenda. 

EU-ASEAN

· But before concluding I would mention one more area in which the UK hopes to see progress during its Presidency of the European Union. And that is the relationship between Europe and South East Asia. We do not lack for opportunities to exchange views or work together. Apart from the regular meetings between the EU and ASEAN, we have the wider ASEM framework and the security-focused ASEAN Regional Forum.  The EU has set out its approach in its strategy for a “New Partnership with South East Asia”. Ideas are not lacking on the ASEAN side either. We are learning to speak more frankly to each other and to try new formats, as we did at the recent Jakarta ministerial. 

·  My own view, however, after watching the process over several years - and here I speak personally, is that our exchanges would often benefit from more frankness, greater focus and better preparation. We should aim in our dialogues for freer, less constrained exchanges, especially between ministers; and when looking to co-operate should select issues case-by-case, looking for those likely to produce real practical benefit. In the months ahead, when the UK will hold the EU Presidency and Malaysia will be leading ASEAN, we will face the very particular problem of the stalled political process in Myanmar and the implications that presents for both our regional organisations. Close and frank dialogue between us will be more important than ever. 

· But that is an issue for another talk and another day.

· Thank you for listening to me.

