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A nodi fi ed caucus for region?

SOMVE East Asian countries are either incredibly finicky or they exist only
to appease others outside the region. Take the Asian G oup of Seven idea
as an exanple. According to a Japanese daily, several Asian countries had
begun tal ks on setting up their own version of the G7 neetings. But why
an Asian G 7? The Minichi Shinmbun said the i dea was pronpted by severa
factors, including increased tradi ng anong Asian countries and the | ack of
a forumfor Asian nonetary officials to discuss regional econom es. So why
have not these countries taken a fresh | ook at the East Asia Econonic
Caucus (EAEC), which was precisely conceived to be a | oose forumto

di scuss issues of common interest?

According to the daily, the talks to set up the Asian G 7 invol ve
finance mnisters and central bankers of Japan, South Korea, China,
Australia, New Zeal and and the nine nmenbers of the Association of South-
East Asian Nations; nanely Ml aysia, |ndonesia, Thail and, Singapore, the
Phi | i ppi nes, Brunei, Vietnam Laos, and Myanmar. This is interesting
because with the exception of Australia and New Zeal and, the proposed
menber shi ps of the Asian G 7 and the EAEC are the sane. Wen he nooted the
i dea of the EAEC, which was strongly opposed by the US, Prinme Mnister
Dat uk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohanad had seen how vul nerabl e the region was in
the absence of a forumthat could be used by countries in the region to
di scuss issues directly affecting them One nust wonder now if the EAEC
had been formalised, would not the countries affected by the financi al
crisis since July been able to act in a nore cohesive and effective
manner ?

The Japanese newspaper said the Asian finance | eaders would hold their
first formal neeting next year and planned three to four neetings
annual ly, but it did not say when the idea was first raised or where
initial tal ks had been held. The Japanese had consistently demurred on
supporting the formation of the EAEC for fear of irking the chief opponent
of the idea, the US, which in turn was adamant that there was no need for
such a forum especially when Australia was not included in the scheme of
things. Then cane the Asia-Pacific Econom ¢ Cooperation (Apec) and its
subsequent institutionalisation; and the issue was left to pass,
not wi t hst andi ng suggestions, prom ses even, that the EAEC coul d co-exi st
with or wwthin Apec as a sort of a caucus within a caucus.

Is the "new initiative" then a nove to forma regional forumthat is
more in line with the wishes of the US, one that does not pose too nuch of
a threat to its influence on Asia, which of |ate has becone a ngjor
concern i n Washi ngton? Tokyo has never denied that the region's countries
need a forumto discuss and sort out issues of comon concern, and
hopeful |y head them off before they could cause any damage. But it is also
no secret that Tokyo's stand has al ways been that the idea is fine and
woul d even be willing to take a leading role, so long as the US does not
obj ect. Against the backdrop of its contentious trade surpluses with the
US, the perennial car tal ks, shipping disputes and a host of other "nore
i mportant" issues, Tokyo had not unexpectedly found it wi ser to rel egate
the "l esser" concern of disappointing its neighbours, or to be seen as
baul king on its responsibility to the region, to the backburner.

In the face of the current econonmic turbulence in the region, is Japan
perhaps finally recognising that it can no | onger put off its
responsibility to take the | ead? After all, the extensive Japanese



busi ness enpire throughout the region will surely also conme under threat
shoul d the mal ai se persist and result in longer-termill-effects. Is it
awakening to the fact that a 30 per cent decline in the value of the
countries'a currencies inmediately translate into a 30 per cent smaller
market? Wth its own donmestic econony failing to shake of f a stubborn
recessi on, despite rescue package after package, the stakes have suddenly
becone unconfortably high. It would appear the answer - at |east to Japan,
where political hedging is a way of life - is the Asian G 7.
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