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Wien wi Il Asia get organi sed?

ASI Ai s di sorgani sed, fragnented, and wi thout a cl ear | eadership. It has
al ways been, except that it was not that obvi ous before the financi al
crisis of 1997. The market turbul ence then showed how vul nerable Asia is.
Whi | e Europe has had a fortress built in the formof the European Union
and the US has the North Anerica Free Trade Agreenent (Nafta) to bring the
Anericas together, Asia still subscribes to each untoits own. Asia has
the Associ ation of South-East Asian (Asean), a gathering of forner
"mracl e" econon es and battered energi ng narkets, and Asean has Afta
(Asean Free Trade Area, a poor distant cousin of Nafta). There are ot her
sub-regi onal associations within Asia but there has yet to be a platform
that can claimto represent the interests of all countries and governnents
inthe region. Perhaps Africais in even greater disarray but that is no
consol ati on.

Whi ch i s why an Asi an organi sati on shoul d have nade sense. But |ike the
Asi an Monetary Fund propagat ed by nmany, includi ng Japan, and whi ch becane
the theme for Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohanad' s | at est
article in the Miinichi Shinbun, every attenpt at form ng an Asi an uni on
or grouping in the last years of the old mllenniumwere swiftly nmet with
st ubborn opposition and over-reaction fromwi thin as well as outside the
continent. Renmenber how strong Washi ngt on canme down on t he East Asi an
Econom ¢ Caucus (EAEC) i dea? And howterribly shocked the I nternational
Monet ary Fund was when several governments in Asia wanted to set up an
Asi an version of the IM? It was possible for China, Japan and ot her
dynam ¢ Asi an countries to group together as | ong as countries outsi de of
the continent are also present. The Apec forum and the European Uni on-Asia
Meeting are two perfect exanples.

Asi a shoul d not have entertai ned any of the opposition against what it
was doi ng for the collective good of its own states and peopl es. But,
sonehow, it always did. In some of these failed attenpts to unite Asia,
governnments of the regi on thensel ves were to bl ane. Japan, for instance,
never officially said yes to the EAEC because of an illogical fear of
incurring the wath of the US. And when Tokyo itself took the initiative
to propose the establishment of an Asian Monetary Fund, the idea never
cane close to fruition because the nove was seen as an attenpt to
underm ne the authority of the M. On the ot her hand, the Apec forumwas
formed with only Mal aysia standing in the way until Kual a Lunmpur received
the assurance that the forumwould only concernitself with economc
issues. It becane clear only later that it was too nuch to expect sone
nmerber countries not to cross theline and politicise Apec toits core.

When the Asian financial crisis happened, countries affected had no one
toturn to except the | MF and the so-called "internati onal comunity".

Mal aysi an and Thai authorities cooperated to deal with the attacks on
their currencies but could not sustain the bilateral exercise when things
got worse so qui ckly. Asean had neither the experience nor the resources
to effectively deal with such a crisis. Japan had t he noney and wanted to
punp it into the affected countries but once again this was the kind of
initiative that woul d undermne the | M- and, therefore, was not sonething
the US woul d want to encourage. And Asia did not have nmuch say in the

| M= s decisions, just as it does not have rmuch say in the United Nations,
the Worl d Trade Organi sation and ot her international bodies. Thail and,
Sout h Korea and | ndonesi a had no choi ce but to seek | MF ai d. Ml aysia



created a choice for itself, introduced capital controls, and was
instantly branded a free-market outcast.

If there had been EAEC and if an Asian Monetary Fund had been forned by
t hen, things woul d have turned out differently and the crisis m ght have
been handl ed better. It is really up to Asian governnents to deci de where
they want to take Asia. As Dr Mahathir said, Asia has the capacity and
enough experience to prevent countries fromgoi ng under. But Asians w ||
never know for sure unless they take up the chall enge.
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