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10th Annual World Electronics Forum (WEF) Panel Summaries

Trade and Globalization:  From Doha to D.C.
Moderator: Mary Alexander, Panasonic; Panelists:  Sarah Bovim, USTR; Angus Robinson, AEEMA (Australia); Gabriel Coron, FIEEC (France)

More and more, electronics companies around the world benefit from the international marketplace.  Firms have taken advantage of trade liberalization to import and export components and finished products, and to improve service in target markets.  Increasingly, international trade rules factor prominently in business success or failure.

The panelists agreed in their support for further reduction of formal trade barriers such as tariffs.  However, both panelists and other WEF participants expressed serious concerns regarding the effects of non-tariff barriers to hamper trade.  Among those barriers identified were regulations to enhance homeland security, rules to ensure the function and quality of imported goods, and the development and adoption of technical standards peculiar to one country or market.  Numerous participants expressed a desire to work cooperatively to eliminate provisions that needlessly restrain trade.  Members agreed on the creation of a working group composed of WEF members to coordinate efforts to eliminate unjustified non-tariff trade barriers.

Global Competition: Worldwide Sourcing

Moderator: Gary Shapiro, CEA; Panelists: Kei-Biu Chan, HKEIA (Hong Kong); Joseph Fu-Hsiong Cheng, TEEMA (Taiwan); Ernie Santiago, SEIPI (Philippines)

Although the countries represented on the panel were among those whose economies have benefited from global movement of production and services, all the participants agreed that the way in which offshore outsourcing has been politicized by some countries is a concern. While some opponents have accused companies of taking only cost into account in their decision-making process, the WEF panelists argued that their countries offer many competitive advantages in addition to lower wage expectations. These advantages include an increasingly educated engineering and technology workforce, rapidly improving infrastructure, well-supported R&D clusters, and local consumer and business markets. 

The panelists also noted that labor and environmental standards continue to improve throughout the world and should not be used by detractors as an excuse to limit trade or implement protectionist measures. However, WEF participants recognized that our industry must vocalize support for human capital and for appreciation of corporate responsibility. The prevailing theme was that every nation – developed and developing – is focusing on higher-end processes, such as R&D, design and engineering, and WEF associations must advocate public policy that encourages corporate investment. At the same time, the interests of government and industry may differ on the issue of global sourcing, and it is each association’s responsibility to educate leaders on the benefits provided by our industry and our business requirements, regardless of the location. Members agreed that WEF should strongly advocate the preservation of an open world economy and call upon countries to value innovation.

Global Competition: Enhancing the Innovation Infrastructure

Moderator: Dave McCurdy, EIA; Panelists: David Barnes, IBM; Phil Budden, British Embassy; U.S. Rep. Adam Smith; Lynda Watson, Canadian Embassy

As EIA learned upon the publication of its policy playbook earlier this year, there is a great appetite among many legislators and others in government for positive, proactive policy recommendations that will foster a climate of innovation. And such a mood is not confined to OECD nations; countries that have traditionally been the focus of low-wage work are also eager to move up the value chain and are investing heavily to do so. Among the key factors mentioned by all panelists as contributors to a strong innovation economy were R&D investment, open and competitive markets, sensible corporate tax policy, a reasonable regulatory landscape, a thoughtful approach to lifelong workforce training, and a focus on math and science education at all levels.

Emphasized by all the panelists was a need to ensure that government policy and incentives are not used to pick winners and losers within industry. While many members believe there are ways in which government funding or tax incentives can be used to strengthen the innovation infrastructure, others feel public money is not the answer, except in basic R&D. It was pointed out that one way in which the U.S. may be unique is in its risk-friendly business environment, which allows for failure and perhaps increased innovation. On the other hand, the regulatory burdens, the corporate tax regime and – since 9/11 – a less welcoming visa policy have deterred some businesses. An advantage the developing economies often have is the freedom from legacy systems of education, which allows them to adapt more rapidly.

Market Access by Compliance with Global Environmental Rules

Moderator: Heather Bowman, Hewlett-Packard; Panelists: John Higgins, Intellect (UK); Jennifer Liston, AEEMA (Australia); Miyagi Shigeru, JEITA (Japan)

WEF participants heard about how countries around the globe are meeting the challenge of electronics recycling and environmental design.  The electronics industry is facing similar challenges in many countries on how to establish and implement recycling systems for used electronics.  Although the countries and regions represented at WEF are at varied stages of national environmental regulation, the resounding consensus was that associations must play a visible role in developing industry consensus, promoting environmental responsibility related to electronics, and guiding government.  The participants agreed that there is a need to coordinate and share more information among the WEF associations about the environmental policies that are affecting the worldwide manufacturing and sale of electronic products.  The Materials Declaration Guide for suppliers worldwide is currently facing its first vote and is considered a good example of harmonization.   There was also interest in expanding the participation and information sharing through EIA’s global regulatory tracking subscription service

Anti-Terror, Customs & Border Issues and Technology

Moderator: Dan Heinemeier, GEIA; Panelists: U.S. Rep. Jim Turner; Stewart Verdery, U.S. Dept. of Homeland Security; Uri Har, IAEI (Israel)

One of the critical priorities for industry in the post-9/11 world has been to advocate a reasonable and responsible balance between security and the free flow of trade. From the U.S. perspective, the government recognizes that many of the new security measures, for both people and goods, have created a tougher environment for business. However, through continued dialogue with industry, they hope to improve the systems in ways that speed up processes and facilitate supply chain management. One important point made by all the panelists was the need for international cooperation that will help drive compatible processes to aid business and government alike. One note of caution raised, however, was that the development of international standards on security could have the unwanted effect of providing terrorists with more precise information to target.

The U.S. government panelists said they recognize that tighter visa processes have impeded businesses, impacting both corporate visitors and student exchanges. While they believe the system has seen improvements over the past couple of years, more needs to be done on both the substance and image sides of the problem. Intra-agency work has begun on a system for allowing repeat business visitors to enter the U.S. more easily, and DHS is also willing to discuss the idea of allowing U.S. businesses to vouch for its foreign visitors by providing a bond. WEF members also discussed the recent move towards allowing some travelers to register for fast-track airport service, and some noted that this could be the beginning of a `tiered payment’ trend, which has both pros and cons.

Broadband Deployment and Digital Convergence

Moderator: Matt Flanigan, TIA; Panelists: David Gross, U.S. State Dept.; Mike Kennedy, Motorola; Hideki Yagi, CINAJ (Japan)

Unlike several years ago, national support for universal broadband access is no longer a real debate in most countries. However, there are still differing ideas on how involved the government should be in developing the infrastructure, providing incentives and implementing regulations over the technology. Through a combination of ultra-low financing, tax incentives and encouraging competition, for example, Japan is two years ahead of its deployment targets. In the U.S., however, the focus has been more on urging government to keep out of industry’s way except on the most basic level of freeing up spectrum and promoting business conditions that allow for innovation and competition. WEF participants agreed that the methods that are effective in one country do not necessarily work for others.

The broadband discussion has also moved forward from one about mere availability to one about ubiquitous, consumer-focused delivery. With the rise of the multifunction device – “the device formerly known as a cell phone,” as one panelist dubbed it – the delivery system, or pipe, no longer matters. Users are beginning to demand access to information whenever and wherever they want, and this will require a change in thinking for both industry and regulators. 

Information and Cyber-Security

Presenter:  Larry Clinton, Operations Director, Internet Security Alliance

When it comes to making Internet commerce and security work in tandem, governments around the world and companies working in a global economy have a unique set of challenges, because the Internet is interactive, inter-operable, constantly growing and constantly evolving.  When it comes to security, the vast majority of cyber-attacks originate or pass through systems abroad.  As the Internet has evolved, so have viruses; from the Code Red virus to the Slammer virus, there has been a tenfold increase in the number of machines affected.  Despite these foreboding trends, actual spending on Internet Security measures is flat, according to a study conducted by Price Waterhouse Coopers.  One reason for this could be because of a perception that Internet security is not profitable.  What’s needed are return-on-investment models, according to the ISAlliance, a non-profit collaboration between EIA and Carnegie Mellon's CERT Coordination Center (CERT/CC) that has a diverse and international membership.  ISAlliance is showing corporations and companies how savings can be realized through cyber-security in the form of improved efficiency.  ISAlliance is also striving to create market incentives in the form of its “Security Anchor” and Wholesale Member programs.
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