08/ 11/ 2001
Leaders concur formation of East Asian comunity inevitable

Ashraf Abdul I ah
DATUK Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad who attended the Asean and Asean+3 Summits
whi ch ended i n Bandar Seri Begawan on Tuesday, said he was | eaving Brune
a satisfied man.

I ndeed, he has every reason to be.

Al t hough the Prime Mnister did not say it in so many words, the reason
seens obvi ous - he has been, yet again, proven right.

The | eaders of Asean+3 which groups the 10 Sout heast Asian nations as
wel | as Japan, South Korea and China, concurred that the formation of an
East Asian community was now i nevitabl e.

In 1990, when Dr Mahathir proposed the establishnent of an East Asian
groupi ng, many countries including the United States, Japan and South
Korea rejected it outright. Singapore chose not to support it.

The US feared that a grouping will eventually become an econom ¢ bl oc
which will adopt protectionist nmeasures and will run contrary to free
trade, of which it is the greatest proponent. Being allies of the US, and
its inportant trading partners, Japan, South Korea and Si ngapore toed the
I'ine.

The US continued to reject the idea, even though Dr Mahathir had
repeatedly said that the groupi ng would be an informal gathering to
di scuss ideas rather than an economic bloc. It was al so ai ned at giving
East Asian nations a stronger voice in international foruns.

To appease the US, Dr Mahathir went as far as renaning the EAEG t o East
Asi a Economi c Caucus so that it would not be seen as an economni c bl oc.

But the Cinton adnministration's hardline approach prevented the
formati on of the grouping.

Surprisingly, South Korea has now changed its stand. President Ki m Dae-
jung, who presented to the | eaders the East Asian Vision Goup report
which calls for the establishnment of an East Asian community, is now
supporting the idea.

An East Asian Vision Group conm ssioned by the Asean+3 | eaders two years
ago, presented its report at the summit on Monday and proposed the
formati on of an East Asian G ouping. The group conprised two nenbers from
each of the 13 countries, and headed by South Korea.

The shift in the m ndset can be attributed to the econom ¢ downturn in
the US. Leaders now think that the US could no | onger be depended upon as
the engi ne of growth. Depending on the US coul d be econom cally
di sastrous. East Asian countries, therefore, need to depend on thensel ves.

The Asean+3 | eaders agreed to the formati on of the Asean+3 secretari at
which will pave the way for an East Asian grouping.

Kual a Lunpur, Dr Mahathir said, would like to be the host of the
secretariat. It seens only right, because the Asean+3, a de facto East
Asi an comunity, was the brainchild of the Prine Mnister.

Si ngapore is host to the Asia-Pacific Econonic Co-operation Secretari at
whil e the Asean Secretariat is |ocated in Jakarta.

Over the past few years, Dr Mahathir has been vindi cated several tines.
When he first accused currency specul ators of causing the 1997/98
financial crisis, the so-called internal econom c pundits denounced himas
an econonic illiterate. In the aftermath of the crisis, both the
I nternational Monetary Fund and the Worl d Bank agreed that specul ators
pl ayed a major role.

When t he Mal aysi an Government used the Internal Security Act to arrest



the Taliban-trained terrorists and to curb their activities, Dr Mahathir
was once agai n accused of breaching human rights.

But after the Sept 11 terrorist attacks on the Wrld Trade Center and
Pent agon, the US - the greatest proponent of |iberal denbcracy - is
consi dering introducing simlar | aws.

Maj or deci sions were nade at the Brunei Asean Summt. Credit shoul d
therefore go to both officials and | eaders who had t he arduous task of
convi nci ng one another on the various issues raised at the neetings.

As Asean subscribes to consensus-building in its decision-making
process, the agreenent of each and every nation is necessary before a
deci si on can be made.

Sonme of the nore significant ones were decisions concerning the Asean-
Chi na FTA, terrorismand H V/ A ds.

The Asean- China FTA, when it beconmes a reality in the next 10 years,
will be the largest in the world. It is designed to give preferential
treatment to East Asian nations trading with one another.

Wth a conbined market of 1.7 billion people, an FTA between Asean and
Chi na woul d have a gross donestic product of US$2 trillion (RW/.6
trillion) and two-way trade of US$1.23 trillion.

The | eaders instructed their Economic Mnisters to start negotiations as
soon as possi bl e.

On conbating international terrorism the Governnent called for a
stronger Asean co-operation at bilateral, regional and internationa
| evel s in a conprehensive manner, and rejected any attenpt to link
terrorismw th any race or religion.

The | eaders issued the 2001 Asean Decl aration on Joint Action to Counter
Terrori smwhi ch was endorsed at their working di nner on Sunday.

However, the declaration stopped short of calling an inmediate halt to
the US-1ed attacks on Af ghani stan which Mal aysia and | ndonesi a had been
pushi ng for.

The decl aration also did not call for an international conference to
discuss terrorismand to tackle its root causes, a proposal tabled by
Mal aysi a.

However, the | eaders agreed to a proposal by Dr Mahathir for an Asean
sem nar on terrorismas a prelude to an international conference. They
tasked their Mnisters responsible for hone affairs to study the proposal

D pl omats say the proposal for an international conference and the
attenpt to get an Asean consensus to urge the US to stop the attacks on
Af ghani stan, were nmet with strong resistance fromthe Philippines and
Si ngapore, US' strongest allies in the region.

The | eaders, however, affirned that the United Nations should play a
major role at the international |level to conbat terrorism

The Ml aysi an proposal for greater co-operation in containing the spread
of H V/ Aids was agreed to.

The | eaders call ed for greater collaboration to make affordabl e drugs
nore accessible to those living with H V/ Aids.

They al so call ed on each nmenber state to make the conbat agai nst
H V/ Aids a national priority and for greater efforts to establish an
accessi bl e d obal H V/ A ds fund.

The deci si ons which canme out of the Brunei Sunmit will now conpel
critics, who had earlier |abelled Asean and Asean+3 as nere tal kshops, to
t hi nk agai n.
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