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East Asia comes together

FAITHin a good i dea and perseverance have paid off for Asean. For the
past 11 years since Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad first
noot ed t he East Asian Economi ¢ G oup (EAEG, Asean | eaders and officials
have not only conti nued to work behind the scenes to advance the i dea but
al so kept up discussions onit everytine they congregate for a nmeeting.
Thi s week, at the Seventh Asean Sunmit in Brunei, they took the biggest
step forward yet as the barriers to the proposal suddenly fall away. South
Korea, one of the three powerhouses in the regioninvited to join up, has
even energed as the prinme-nmover for the creation of the East Asian
groupi ng. And Japan, strongly opposed to EAEG s formation previously, did
not have any obj ections. China, supportive throughout, has enteredinto a
separate agreement with Asean to set up a giant free trade area.

The EAEG proposal has certainly takenon alife of its own in the past
decade. Dr Mahathir had originally envisaged the grouping as as a | oose
consul tative forumfor East Asi an econom es to di scuss and devel op conmon
posi tions on econom ¢ and trade i ssues, and to provi de nore | everage for
the region ininternational negotiations. The i dea did not make much head
way, thanks to aggressive opposition fromthe US, which in turn
forestal |l ed support by Japan, especially. Washi ngton was wary that the
groupi ng woul d eventual | y take the formof an econonic bloc, |ike the
Eur opean Uni on, despite repeated assurance by Dr Mahathir that this was
not the intenti on. The EAEG was even ret agged t he East Asi an Econom ¢
Caucus by Asean Econonmic Mnisters at their nmeeting in 1991 to address
concerns that an exclusive regi onal trading bl oc was bei ng proposed.

The US won a victory of sorts when it was | ater decided that the Caucus
woul d be al |l owed to be pursued in the context of the Asia Pacific Economc
Cooperation forum But the i dea did not just die, as sone quarters mni ght
have hoped. | ndeed, if anything, the | atest devel opments have served to
prove that the i dea was at | east a decade ahead of its tine. Sadly, it has
requi red an Asian financial crisis and a gl obal economi ¢ sl owdown for the
benefits of closer integration, and the bandi ng t oget her to protect comon
interests, to be recognised. As South Korea rightly pointed out at the
Brunei Summit, Europe has its European Uni on and Anerica the North
Anerican Free Trade Agreenment. There is every reason for Asian countries
to start cooperating as well. Countries with nounting debts and pl ungi ng
currenci es have had fewal ternatives but to trade and borrowtheir way out
of their difficulties. But here, they will cone into direct conpetition
with each other, which serves only to push prices of their products ever
| ower .

It therefore nmakes nore sense for the Asian econonies to unite and
Create a giant free trade zone to boost inter-regional trade. This way
they can al so avoi d bei ng played of f agai nst one another in the
i nternational market. China, Japan and South Korea are strong econom es
that can contribute to the grow h of South-East Asia. In addition, the
club will provide countries with a forumto hold regul ar consul tations and
to align policies on conmon i ssues. It will give nenbers the | everage and
a platformto act in concert and speak with one voice with regard to any
trade-related i ssues that affect the region directly or indirectly.

Appr ehensi ons about it possibly restricting or constrictingtrade are
unfounded. On the contrary, its inperatives would be the defence and
mai nt enance of free trade and expansi on of trade and econonic rel ations
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