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God save us fromour friends

THE problemwith nbst great ideas is that they are ahead of their tine.
The East Asi an Econonic G ouping had that problem which explains why many
were dead set against it, even after the Association of South-East Asian
Nati ons (Asean) had adopted it and given it a new nanme, the East Asian
Econom ¢ Caucus (EAEC) in 1992. But now, eight years later, nost of those
who opposed it seemto agree that it would be a good idea to inplenment
what Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad wanted to do through
the EAEC. There m ght be anot her nane change to say, East Asian Summt,

but the basic principle of what the Asean | eaders agreed to do | ast week
will remain exactly the sane as the EAEC

The proposed formalisation of the Asean+3 forum which currently groups
Asean and Japan, China and South Korea, was in effect first nooted by Dr
Mahat hir when he proposed the setting up of the grouping in the 1980s. The
EAEC that was adopted by Asean ei ght years ago nade no significant changes
to the original proposals: it will be a | oose, consultative forumto allow
East Asian countries to discuss issues of compn interest and it will be
consistent with the principles of Gatt (the predecessor of the Wirld Trade
Organisation). In short, Asean has finally warned up to the idea that it
needs to have a formalised and structured pact with its nei ghbours.

Several factors may have brought themaround to realise the nerits of
the EAEC. The Asian financial crisis is a najor factor, slow ng down
econom ¢ progress in Asean as well as the Plus Three countries in the
absence of a nechanismfor these countries to work together and protect
thensel ves. Trade al one amounts to over US$122 billion (US$1 = RM3. 80)
anong these countries. Many believe, given the benefit of hindsight, that
the inpact of the crisis would have been greatly reduced if the econom es
in the region had been nore united against the attacks on their currencies
and stock markets. As it was, each country was left to its own devices to
the point that countries in the regi on were accusi ng their nei ghbours of
stepping on their heads to save thensel ves. Wen all donestic attenpts
failed to quell the effects of the turbul ence, governnments had no one to
turn to for help but the International Mnetary Fund. And beg, sone did.
Even this did not always bear positive result.

Japan, in particular, must be quite disappointed that it was not able to
do nore for these crisis-hit countries, which have provided it with
consurrer markets for its electrical itens and notor vehicles. The US not
only opposed the EAEC but al so Tokyo's idea of an Asian Mnetary Fund to
hel p out countries nost affected by the crisis. As a result, its own
econom ¢ problens were exacerbated. Politically, Asean has very limted
influence. It has not been able to make any progress with the European
Union (EU) in the Asia-Europe Meetings because it has al ways been on the
receiving end of the EU s political agenda to get Myanmar isolated. An
EAEC or East Asian Summit would put Asean in a better position and at the
sane tinme ensure that its constructive engagenent approach with regards to
Myanmar bear nore desirable results.

The only problemwi th Asean's readi ness to establish an East Asian

grouping is that sone countries still seemhal f-hearted. Singapore, which
has only now openly admtted its opposition to the EAEC many years ago,
still talk of not offending the US. Japanese loyalty to Asean or Asean+3

m ght also be in question if Washi ngton decides to take a hard stand on
the formalisation effort. These two will have to find the noral courage



and fortitude to decide how they want to play it with regards to East
Asian solidarity and devel opnment. |If Asean and its partners in Asean+3 as
wel | as Taiwan or Hong Kong, were to nake the bid for an East Asian
grouping, they will need everyone's undivided conmitnent and ensure that
no one is tenpted again to sleep with the eneny.
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