04 AUG 2003
MAHATHI R- EAST ASI AN
DR M CALLS FOR OPEN SUPPORT ON EAST ASI AN ECONOM C GROUPI NG

KUALA LUMPUR, Aug 4 (Bernama) -- Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir
Mohamad today called on the governnents of East Asian countries to conme out
openly to support the idea of form ng the East Asian Econom c grouping.

Once out in the open, it would becone a concrete foundation towards its
establ i shnent, Dr Mahathir said when responding to a question fromthe
floor at the First East Asia Congress here.

The Prime Mnister said the gist of the grouping had al ready been
established in the formof Asean + 3, which involved Asean countri es,

Japan, China and Sout h Kor ea.

"But we call it Asean + 3 so as not to ruffle the feathers of other
countries. But now we should come out in the open and say we want to have
t he East Asian Economic grouping...it's very sinple," he said.

Fromthere, an institution could be set up and further discussions
could be had about the establishnment while trying to | earn nore about each
other to overcone any constraints, Dr Mhathir said.

"As far as Malaysia is concerned, we have al ready accepted the idea 10
years ago, and we woul d be very happy if we stopped hiding behind Asean + 3
and cal | ed ourselves the East Asian Econonic grouping," he said.

To anot her question, the Prime Mnister said there should be a body to
nmonitor the formng of the group so as to ensure no m stakes were made.

"It's a good idea to have one body that will exam ne all the things
that | have nmentioned, all the questions that | nentioned just now, so that
we woul d be able to avoid naking too many nistakes.

"But | feel certain that we will nmake m stake but we nust be willing to
correct the mistakes so if the m stakes are noticed early by this speci al
institution, then we will avoid having a very big debate, involving nmany
peopl e which will (only) come to nothing," he said.

About the role the grouping could play along with other existing groups
such as Asean and Apec, Dr Mahathir said all the East Asian countries
shoul d cone together to get the maxi mum i npact by speaki ng and acting
t oget her.

"Why shoul d Europe form a European Union...because this obviously would
gi ve them sone advantage while the East Asian grouping would give us the
same advant age, " he said.

Dr Mahathir also said it would be easier to reach an agreenent with a
smal | er group which shared simlar thinking about serving the people
t hr ough devel opment .

"Why shoul dn't East Asian countries cone together? W are not at war
with each other, we are on friendly terns and if we cone together, we would
be able to achieve nore especially in the international fora," he said.

Dr Mahathir also said there was no harmin having an East Asian
Econoni ¢ groupi ng, even if those countries were al so nmenbers of Apec.

VWhen asked whet her the East Asian G ouping would be ready to tal k about
the i ssue concerning North Korea, Dr Mahathir said: "At the noment, we have
not tal ked about the union of the two Koreans."

He said the grouping would not interfere in internal problens between
two countries as it believed that both parties would be able to resolve the
problemfromtine to tine.

On whet her the grouping would be ready to accept Hong Kong and East
Timor as nmenbers, Dr Mahathir said it would very much depend on the
deci sion nade by its nenbers.



Meanwhi | e, responding to another question, Dr Mihathir said Japan coul d
play a big role, economically and politically, particularly when it
remai ned the | eader in innovative manufacturing and production

Dr Mahathir said the Japanese know how coul d bring about change in
other countries in the region, by spreading the know edge to other parts of
East Asi a.

"Politically, we need to have Japan focus and think itself as an East
Asi an country, and Japan has prospered because of East Asia," he added.

"Japan has a big role to play, and Japan as an East Asian country
shoul d feel sone loyalty to East Asia,"” Dr Mahathir said.

On China, Dr Mahathir said East Asian countries need to find ways and
means to penetrate the China market, despite tough conpetition fromits
| ower cost of production.

"But we do believe that once the Chinese become nore prosperous, it
woul d no | onger beconme a | ow cost producer, as what had happened to Japan
bef or e.

"In time, the cost of producing things in China will increase, and at
t hat stage, perhaps we can penetrate the China market much nore easily,” he
added. -- BERNAMA
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