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Regional Integration in Post—Crisis East Asia: The Role of Regional
Initiatives and Processes
Benny Teh Cheng Guan

Abstract

The 1997 Asian Financial Crisis marks the turning point in East Asian regional cooperation. It
catalyzes the realization that the East Asian region is much more interdependent and intercon-
nected than previously thought. It gives impetus to the introduction of a wide range of state in-
itiatives and schemes. This paper aims to, first, identify those initiatives and processes that put
East Asian regionalism into motion and second, to analyze their contribution to the development
of an East Asian regional order. The paper also addresses the various concerns in forging re-
gional integration. The analysis shows that economic and financial cooperation is key to integrat-
ing the East Asian region with implications on political relationships. Functional cooperation is
helpful in building trust and confidence and increasing the ‘comfort level of member countries.
They, however, may not yet be efficient or effective enough to avert or manage another crisis.

The findings suggest that financial cooperation is serving as the most formidable force for inte-
gration while trade cooperation appears to be fragmenting. Much of the fragmentation arises
from the approach of taking a long, overlapping and unstructured way of proliferating bilateral
FTAs in the hope of arriving at a region-wide FTA which, considering the different levels of eco-
nomic development of countries involved, seems unavoidable. However, FTA proliferation, if man-
aged properly, together with China’ s unprecedented rise as an engine of growth for the region,
could well contribute to a new regional order. How regionalism in East Asia will continue to
evolve, nonetheless, remains for the most part an open-ended question.

Key Words
East Asian regionalism, Regionalization, ASEAN Plus 3,Chiang Mai Initiative, Free trade
agreement
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