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I T may have taken al nost 10 years for the i dea of the East Asia Economc
Cooperation to be accepted. But it was. It has now becone a reality under
the Asean Pl us Three unbrella.

Foreign M nisters of the 10 Asean countries together wi th China, Japan
and South Korea formalised the grouping i n Bangkok, and it i s now bei ng
touted as "the nost interesting exercise inregional community buildingto
energe in recent years".

It was a different story when Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad first proposed the i dea of an East Asian Econonic Grouping in
Decenber 1990, as a | oose consultative forumto i dentify comon probl ens
and pronote regional econom c interests.

It was also to be a platformfor countries in East Asia to coordi nate
their positions and speak with a single voice ininternational foruns.

The proposal then was for countries in the region to work together in
the face of difficulties in negotiations during the U uguay Round of Wrld
Trade under the auspi ces of the General Agreenent on Tariffs and Trade,

t he predecessor of the Wirld Trade Organi sati on.

Asean m ni sters changed the EAEGto t he East Asi an Economi ¢ Caucus in
Cct ober 1991.

But the US continued to viewit as a "threat" to its "econom c
interests" in East Asia, and nade every effort to ensure that the idea did
not get off the ground.

Dan Quayl e, the then Vice President, said the EAEC was "count er

productive" as the US was not included. No effort was spared to "kill it".

Presi dent George Bush's Secretary of State James Baker 11l wote: "... |
took a noderate line ... in public. "In private, | did ny best to kill it
(the EAEC)."

He says he "suggested"” to the South Koreans that "It was the Americans,
not Mal aysi ans, who had shed their bl ood for Korea forty years before.

"My nmessage was sinple: Al countries are not equal."

He had al so witten aletter to the Japanese Foreign Mnistry and i ssued
a "directive" for Japan not to join the EAEC

Baker points out that "... without strong Japanese backi ng, the EAEG
represented | ess of athreat to our economc interests in East Asia".

The Japanese continued to | ook over their shoul der to the US and were
not prepared to stand up for the region.

Trade and t he econom c potential of the East Asian region is inportant
to the US.

In the early 1990s, econom es in the East Asian region, unlike devel oped
countries in the West, were the nost vibrant in the world and were seen as
hol ding the key to the future prosperity of nany devel oped countries
i ncludi ng the US.

The Worl d Bank had dubbed East Asia as the "Asian Mracle" economi es.

But despite their potential and the "mracl es" the countries were "weak"
and did not have a voice in international foruns.

Col l ectively, however, they are a force to be recokned with.

Wiy is there a change in attitude towards the East Asian regi onal
gr oupi ng now?

Many reasons have been cited, anmbng themthe inportance of East Asia's
econom ¢ well being to the world econony and for the US - a fact hammered
horme fol l owi ng the regi onal financial crisis.



To be sure there is al so a positive change towards the regi onal grouping
fromwi thin the region itself.

Real i smand pragmati smis beginning to energe in the aftermath of
crisis.

The recent financial crisis proved that countries are highly
i nt erdependent and that they have to fend for thensel ves, as no one will
come to their aid in tine.

The reluctance and del ayed actions to help crisis-hit countries coupled
with the "deliberate and cal cul ated destruction" of economes in the
region, forced themto wake up to the fact that they cannot depend on the
devel oped worl d. They nmust enbrace self hel p.

The Japanese too realised this and proposed the Asian Mnetary Fund at
the hei ght of the crisis.

It has been argued that if the EAEC or the AMF had been i n exi stence the
regi on coul d have been spared t he agony and nuch of the destruction and
hardship it suffered.

In fact, "nuch coul d have been done to protect the East Asian countries
fromthe assault by currency traders on their econom es and their peopl e.

"Certainly they coul d have been abl e to exchange i nformation and to
devi se strategies to save their econonies."

The di sastrous handling of the crisis by nultilateral institutions also
drove horme the point that in addition to self-help, countries in the
regi on need a greater say in the decision naking prcess of the
institutions and in the worl d econony.

There is also arealisation that they will only be heard if they speak
wi th one voice

The region has the ability, capability and capacity for self-help if
only it is allowed to.

The currency swap arrangenents agreed to i n Chiengmai, Thailand, and the
various growth triangles will act as building blocks for a nore united,
cohesi ve, vibrant and economi cally enriched region.

In many parts of the world, regi onal econom c groupi ngs have been
acknow edged as | egiti mate nmeans for nei ghbours to i nprove their econonic
wel | - bei ng. Way shoud it be any different in East Asia?

Even former US President George Bush had spoken of the Enterprises of
the Anericas' initiative in 1991, which envi saged t he exteni on of the US
Canadi an pact fromthe Yukon to the Yucatan with its US$6 trillion (RV22.8
trillion) annual output and 360 nmillion consumners.

The Asean Pl us Three have anong t he hi ghest foreign reserves totalling
sone US$668 billion in 1997.

Their savings rates are al so anong the highest in the world and
collectively the 13 had a hi gher purchasi ng power parity of US$9, 431
agai nst US$7,665 for the US in 1997.

In the end, the Asean Plus Three are the very sane countries that were
originally envisaged as potential nenbers of the EAEC

Its aims and functions are al so the sane as those that had been
envi saged for the EAEC al nost a decade ago.

What is inportant is what it does and not what it is called. As
Shakespeare said: "Wat's in a name? That which we call a rose by any
ot her nanme would snell as sweet."

( END)
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