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Epistemic-Perception Communities Building and Regional Public Health Governance
East Asian in the Covid-19 Crisis, Regional Intellectual Integration and China-Japan Cooperation

The sudden outbreak of the Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) brings about daunting challenges to
East Asia. In the initial stage of the epidemic, several Asian nations like China, Japan, South Korea,
Singapore and Thailand witnessed the most cases of infection. On the one hand, this indicates the
unprecedented regional economic and social integration in the recent years. On the other hand, the
crisis further reminds the regional countries to double their efforts for enhancing regional
governance capacity including regional public health governance and regional preparedness for
crisis responses. During this Covid-19 pandemic, most attention has been paid to the efforts on the
national level (individual nation) and the global level (the World Health Organization, WHO).! The
experience in East Asia reminds us the significance of regional integration in addressing the crisis.
Actually, East Asian regional integration has originated and developed in the crises, which is clearly
reflected in the regional financial governance.? In contrast of the coerciveness-based domestic
governance in terms of implementation, international governance depends on the formation of the
knowledge authority and perception authority among the regional states.® The author argues that the
efficiency and the sustainability of the regional public health governance need to be guaranteed by two
epistemic communities. One is a regional network of the highly recognized and authoritative experts with
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relevant scientific expertise. Another is a more general political and social community with a cognizant
consensus of addressing the functional problems via regional cooperation. As the second and the third
biggest economies in the world, both China and Japan have made great achievements in the field of
the public health. They are also intellectually complementary in terms of the public health
development experiences. Sino-Japanese cooperation in the public health domain could facilitate the
formation of the new international norms deriving from the East Asian wisdom, provide political
leadership for nurturing regional community identity, and contribute to the improvement of the
global public health governance.

East Asian Regional Efforts in Addressing the Covid-19 Pandemic

By the mid-March, East Asia seemed to have controlled the mass spread of the virus in the region.
Despite the concerns and uncertainties of the second wave of the virus, this temporary success could
be attributed not only to the stringent national measures of the reginal countries but also the
coordinated responses on the regional level. From the very beginning of the epidemic, the regional
coordination has started. On 3 February 2020, the Special Video Conference of the ASEAN plus
Three (APT, ASEAN plus China, Japan and South Korea) Senior Officials Meeting on Health
Development was held on 3 February 2020 after the World Health Organization (WHO) declared the
Covid-19 as a “public health emergency of international concern (PHEIC)” on 30 January.* On 20
March 2020, the China-Japan-ROK Foreign Ministers’ Special Video Conference on COVID-19
was convened, in which the ministers not only agreed to explore a joint prevention and control
mechanism to contain the epidemic but also seek mutually acceptable solutions to stabilize the
supply chain in the region.> On 7 April 2020, the Special Video Conference of the APT Health
Ministers in enhancing cooperation on COVID-19 for recommitting regional cooperation in
addressing the pandemic.® On 14 April 2020, the Special ASEAN plus Three (APT) Summit on
Covid-19 via videoconference was held.” This summit is providing the leadership on the highest
level to address the regional crisis.

In line with these governmental leaders’ political commitments toward the regional cooperation,
regional financial institutions have timely launched large scale packages in response to their
members’ urgent needs. In March, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) announced a $6.5bn
package to help Asian countries® and the China-led Asian Infrastructure Bank Investment Bank
(AIIB) unveiled a $5bn economic package.’ In the mid of April, The ADB announced to triple its
funding to $20bn help member states deal with the economic difficulties of the coronavirus
pandemic.'® And the AIIB promised to double its funding to $10bn on April 17.!! Both banks aim
not only the demand side but also supply side to protect the regionally connected supply chain. The
disruption of the regional supply chain would threaten employment in each country of the region.
Recognizing that countries with fragile infrastructure have less capacity to handle health crisis, The
President of the AIIB revealed that the AIIB was working to increase the investment in public health
infrastructure in the region.!? It hinted that the possibility of reorienting more development
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investment to soft infrastructure. In a word, East Asia is proactively taking the advantage of the
current crisis to further integrate the region for building a better region in the post-pandemic era.

Past Crises and the Evolution of East Asian Regional Integration

In retrospect, the region building in East Asia and East Asian regional integration has been
evolving along with the crises. Due to the colonialism and the Cold War, region building in East
Asia has been an extremely difficult enterprise. According to Rodolfo C. Severino, the former
Secretary General of ASEAN, Asian people hardly knew one another, having been cut off and kept
isolated from one another by the colonial powers.'? During the Cold War, Asia was separated
again by the ideological and military confrontation when most Asian countries struggled to
realize their difficult nation-building. In this sense, the nation-building and region-building in
East Asia had to be conducted in tandem. The crises have been critical catalysts for this dual-
building process. We could roughly summarize the following three major crises which spurred
the regional integration.

Vietnam War: In 1967, five Southeast Asian countries (Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, Singapore
and the Philippines) established the Association of Southeast Asian (ASEAN) in the peak of the
Vietnam War. The main rationale of ASEAN’s inception was to gain the regional autonomy during
the Cold War to avoid the tragedy in Vietnam. !4

Cambodian Crisis: The expansion of ASEAN to include the Indo-China countries in the 1990s
was realized in ASEAN’s relentless efforts of resolving the Cambodian Crisis through political and
diplomatic ways. The strong commitment of ASEAN’s enlargement was based on the belief that a
peaceful Southeast Asia could not be realized if the conflict-laden Indo-China countries Vietnam,
Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar were not integrated timely. ">

East Asian financial crisis: The East Asian financial crisis in 1997-98 showed the obvious
inadequacies of the global financial institutions like the International Monetary Fund (IMF) in
addressing the regional economic crisis and ensuing social crisis. The ASEAN plus Three (APT)
framework was built in the crisis. In the first decade of the 21% century, regional free trade
agreements (FTA) have been flourishing represented by the ASEAN FTA. ASEAN-China FTA, and
ASEAN-Japan FTA. Under the auspices of the APT, numerous functional regional cooperation
mechanisms have been established. The most important achievement was the institutionalization of
East Asia Summit since 2005, which provides the political leadership for regional integration. '¢

Soft Dimension of Regional Integration and the Significance of Knowledge

Despite the great progress in the regional integration in the past decades, the regional governance
building in East Asia has been largely focused on the hard dimension like the hard infrastructure
connectivity and economic regional cooperation. The soft dimension of regional integration has yet
to become the policy priority for the decision makers and regional elites. However, the Covid-19
crisis serves as an urgent wake-up call for strengthening the soft side of regional integration in East
Asia like the public health regional infrastructure building.

As mentioned in the beginning, the ASEAN Plus Three framework which integrated Northeast
Asian and Southeast Asia for the first time in the modern history of Asia occurred in the 1997-98
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Asian economic crisis. The increasing institutionalization of East Asian regional integration led to
the establishment of regional networks and knowledge transmission and reproduction. When the
global economic crisis hit the United States and the Eurozone seriously in 2008-09, East Asia
avoided the bitter experience in the late 1990s. This success was partially due to the financial safety
nets in the region, which were fostered on the regional epistemic and perception communities, in
which the knowledge innovation was the key.!”

Building Two Communities: Epistemic Community and Perception Community

In the same vein, the Covid-19 crisis spurred the urgent demand of the reginal epistemic
community of public health experts. This epistemic community based on the medical expertise is the
fundamental source of intellectual authority for East Asian regional public health governance.
Because the virus does not respect borders, it is imperative to improve international scientific
collaboration and this effort should start from regional collaboration. An East Asian regional
epistemic community of scientific and medical experts could bolster the regional confidence for
fighting the current Covid-19 and better preparing for the next crisis. '®

At the same time, it is imperative to recognize the significance of the perception community on
the political and social levels to reach a broader consensus for transforming the epistemic authority
into political and social authority as public health is a comprehensive issue involving medical, public
policy, law and international relations. The Covid-19 pandemic per se is a public health crisis.
However, this is a transnational and multi-dimensional crisis. The regional authority of the public
health must be endorsed by the legislation and implementation on the national level and the
information feedback from the national level would update the regional institution. Meanwhile, the
regional public health governance could supplement the global governance and finally leads to a
mutually enhancing and mutually shaping relationship among the three levels, namely national,
regional and global levels.

China-Japan Cooperation and East Asian Regional Intellectual Capacity Building

Japan has been providing an intellectual leadership in promoting the regional integration
particularly in the economic and financial fields. In the aftermath of the economic crisis, the ADB
initiated a regional mechanism for financial information collection and analysis based on the
proposal by Japan. This mechanism serves as a de facto regional financial early warning system and
reflects Japan’s increasing regionally based approach in its diplomacy.!® Actually, Japan has been
the primary provider for the East Asian regional intellectual capacity in economic and financial
fields, which are different from the intellectual basis derived from the United States.?’ Meanwhile,
the rapid re-rise of China in the past decade not only brought out the material power redistribution in
Asia but also the intellectual structural change. For instance, China proactively proposed to establish
ASEAN plus Three Macroeconomic Research Office (AMRO) in the aftermath of the global
economic crisis in 2008. The AMRO is located in Singapore and its first director of is Wei Benhua, a
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former high-ranking official in China’s central bank.?! The AMRO is serving a role as a regional
policy think tank for macroeconomic analysis by providing quarterly monitoring report for the
regional countries.”? This could be seen as another regional early warning system. With the
operation of the Belt and Road Initiative and the AIIB, China could make more intellectual
contributions to regional integration. With the combined Japanese and Chinese intellectual wisdoms,
East Asian regional integration would benefit from the new ideas and practices from the regional
hybrid of intellectual innovation. As the most influential giants, the intellectual collaboration in the
regional public policy innovation would gain more knowledge validity and legitimacy among the
regional countries. The intellectual product on the East Asian regional level led by China-Japan
cooperation is creating new standards suitable for the regional realities, which could enrich the
policy dialogue and experience exchange with other regions for better governance on the global
level.

More than 20 years ago, Asian countries did not close the door of regionalization in the aftermath
of the regional economic crisis, but further enhanced the regional cooperation to better address the
challenges. In the same vein, Asian countries would not retreat to protectionism and nurturing the
collective awareness of regional community to contain the pandemic and build regional public health
governance. We are also witnessing that Europe is addressing the crisis from the regional level. The
European Commission is planning to raise funds for an 80-100bn Euro reinsurance scheme for
creating a pan-European unemployment reinsurance scheme.?® This pandemic could be not only be a
springboard and catalyst of actions toward the establishment of Asian regional epistemic and
perception communities but also transregional ones between Asia and Europe. The trans-regional
communities would have potential to be the solid basis for global communities for the future of a
more vibrant global governance.
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