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Why not Fortress Asia?

A DECADE has passed since the idea to set up the East Asia Econom ¢ Caucus
(EAEC) was nooted by Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad. It's
an idea that is both sinple and practical; of a loose, consultative
groupi ng of East Asian countries that will neet to discuss and if
necessary make deci sions on i ssues affecting them It was adopted by the
Associ ation of Sout h-East Asian Nations (Asean) |eaders at their summt in
Si ngapore back in 1992 and Chi na has maintained its support fromthe
start. While Tokyo has oscillated, which seens al ways to be the case when
an i dea does not anuse a certain superpower, the powerful Japanese private
sector has been growi ng nore synpat hetic towards t he concept over the
years.

The fact of the whole matter remains that nost governnments in Asia will
not rmove unless told to by their nmore domi neering counterparts in the
West. Their countries may have achi eved i ndependence decades ago but they
have never really successfully prevented their former masters from
colonising their mnds i nstead. Asia has never been free to do what it
thinks is best for its econom es and peopl e. The US opposed t he EAEC and
shot down the Asi an Monetary Fund (AMF) proposal, the Internationa
Monetary Fund (1 MF) di sm ssed any suggestion of a single Asian currency
and condemed Mal aysia's capital controls, and others in the
i ndustrialised wrld have at one tine or anot her ridicul ed theories,

i deas, policies and practices of authorities in this part of the world.
And t hey have been able to do those things to Asia because sone in this
region - and they happen to be the nore powerful anbng us - have failed to

be firm If Tokyo had stood its ground on the AMF idea, the so-called
Asian crisis woul d have been tackled in a nore positive way and nuch
earlier. If the EAEC had been adopted before the crisis struck in 1997,
governments i n the regi on nm ght have been able to respond to the threats
and inplications in a nore coordi nated and confident manner. MIIlions of
jobs coul d have been saved and years of hard work to build up the
econom es of countri es woul d not have gone wasted. And Russi a and Br azi
woul d probably have been spared t he devastating effects of the contagion

Asi a has not seen the | ast of economic crises. Next year or perhaps even
next nmonth, sonething else could hit its economni es, stock markets, or
currenci es. Wen that happens, sone i ndi vidual countries |ike Ml aysi a,
Sout h Korea, Thailand and I ndonesia wi || have the experience to deal with
the effects but they may not have the resources to overcone the probl ens
and, with the exception of perhaps Mal aysi a, certainly not the mechani sns
to prevent one fromhappeni ng. Since the energence of the European Uni on
whi ch was al nost right after the pound sterling and lira crises of early
1990s, the continent has been wel | buffered agai nst severe currency
attacks. And Mexico is not likely to face another crippling peso crisis as
long as it has the North American Free Trade Area (Nafta) protecting its
interests. Apart fromAsia, which has nothing in the formof the EU or
Nafta, only Africa is nore exposed and vul nerabl e.

Asi an government s nmust change that now because agai nst future cri ses,

t hey have better armthenselves well. d obalisation and |iberalisation
wi || bring about many chal | enges and, yes, threats. It should not foo
itself intothinking that it canrely on the Wrld Trade Organi sation, the
| M=/ Wor | d Bank, or the Group of Seven to help countries in the region if
sonet hi ng shoul d go seriously wong. In fact, blane would be nore readily



farmed out than assi stance. The EAEC may not be the answer to all of
Asia's woes of tomorrowbut it is a good starting, or rallying, point.

Si nce Asean, China, Soth Korea and part of Japan are already very famliar
with the concept and t he principles of the Caucus, what needs to be done
istoget the senior officials fromthe various countries, or the

mnisters, to finetune the details. Fromthere many things can be achi eved
for the comon good of Asia, and the worl d.
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