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KUALA LUMPUR, Sept 8 (Bernama) -- A top Japanese official, in offering
his view on how to nove the East Asia Econom ¢ Caucus ( EAEC) process
forward, has suggested that the proposed groupi ng take on anot her nane or
formto avoid possible enbarrassnment to certain quarters.

Nobor u Hat akeyama, chairman and chi ef executive officer of the Japan
External Trade Organisation (Jetro), speaking in his personal capacity,
said that his suggestion stemmed fromhis belief that it would be not good
to stick to the original idea because sonme countries night be enbarrassed

In a recent interview with Bernama, he said that such enbarrassnent was
not necessarily confined to Japan but sone other countries as well.

Al t hough Hat akeyama, a strong proponent of the EAEC, did not el aborate
on the reasons behind the possible enbarrassnment, it is believed that they
pertained to the earlier stance of certain countries which had nerely paid
lip service to the proposal. On the other hand, it has now been proven that
such a groupi ng was necessary in light of the recent financial turnmoil in
t he region.

The | ukewar m response of countries |ike Japan and Sout h Korea was
somewhat |inked to strong opposition fromcertain countries which perceived
the EAEC as a threat to their econonic well-being.

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhanad had nooted the EAEC i dea
several years ago to advance East Asia's economic interests but response
fromcertain major tradi ng nati ons has been | ukewar m because of
armtwi sting tactics by those who oppose the proposal vehenently.

But Dr Mahathir, in a nove to get the proposal off the ground, said in
Beijing last nonth that there should be a regional grouping to represent
the interests of East Asian countries, either through the EAEC or "any East
Asi an body with a different nane."

The prime minister had said that if the EAEC had been in place when the
financial crisis hit the region, the affected countries could have sought
aid fromthe proposed body rather than the International Mpnetary Fund
(I'MF) which exacted a ot of stringent conditions.

Dr Mahat hir had al so asked Japan, one of the |eading econom c powers,
to have a re-think of the EAEC and it should not be led into believing that
t he caucus would be a threat to countries outside the region.

Hat akeyama, a forner mnistry of international trade and i ndustry
official in Japan who was here | ast week, said the EAEC has already started
on a de facto basis follow ng the constant dial ogue through various fora
bet ween the econonic mnisters of Asean and the East Asian countries of
Japan, South Korea and Chi na.

He said as |ong as an East Asian grouping existed to discuss issues of
conmon interest, it would still achieve the same purpose as the EAEC had
set out to be.

Hat akeyanma sai d greater East Asian cohesion could be achieved if the
Asean Free Trade Area (AFTA), to be inplenented by 2003, could be expanded
to include other East Asian countries |ike Japan and South Korea or even
Chi na.

He said this idea mght take many years to nmaterialise but it was worth
consi deri ng.

Last week, International Trade and Industry Mnister Datuk Seri Rafidah
Aziz said the concept of AFTA could be expanded into an East Asia Free
Trade Area (EAFTA) if there were to be an established and wel |l -structured



East Asi an grouping

Such an idea, she said was not against the Wrld Trade Organisation
(WO) as it would allow East Asian countries to have nore liberal flows of
goods and services within the region.

Hat akeyama, when asked how woul d Japan react to China fast devel opi ng
as an economic power in the new mllennium replied that his country took
the view that econom c prosperity was not only good for China but also its
nei ghbour s.

Enbraci ng the "prosper thy neighbour" theory of Dr Mahathir, he said
Japan coul d co-exist peacefully with China, adding that a China in economc
disarray would create instability in the region.

As for devel opments in North Korea, he said statistics showed that its
econony was in recession and that it should not pretend that things were
all right.

Asked whet her Japan was prepared to help in revitalising the North
Kor ean econony, he said his country would be nmore than willing to help if
i nvited.

Referring to a suggestion by Dr Mahathir that Japanese busi nessnen
teamed up with their Mal aysian counterparts for joint ventures in third
countries, Hatakeyana said the idea nerited serious consideration because
of the strong investnment potential in certain countries. -- BERNAVA
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