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Obstacles to the Japan, China, Korea Free Trade Agreement
(JCKFTA)

CHEN Bo

Japan, China and South Korea (JCK), three countries in East Asia, have a population
exceeding 1,500 million, and their total GDP accounts for about 70% of Asian GDP. If a
JCK Free Trade Agreement (FTA) is contracted, trade restrictions in this region will be
largely removed, and the economic effect this would bring and its impact on social wel-
fare are inestimable this would also contribute to regional integration in the overall East
Asia community, and greater political integration and security can be expected. At the
global economic level, European countries and the US are held back by the consequences
of the Lehman shock, and emerging East Asian markets are expected to play a role in
driving the world economy today. If a JCK FTA is achieved, it will make a tremendous
contribution to the whole world economy.

On February 21, 2013, the preparatory meeting for the FTA negotiations by the three
JCK nations was held, after which formal negotiations on the JCK FTA began with the
first negotiation meeting scheduled for the end of March and early April in South Korea.
The intention to develop an FTA was shown in 1999 by the South Korean President,
Kim Dae-Jung, and also proposed in 2002 by the Chinese ex-Prime Minister, Zhu Rongji.
More than 13 years have passed, during which time the JCK FTA overcame many dif-
ficulties and finally reached the stage of formal negotiations. Nowadays, the issue of the
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) has created great controversy, and people consider that
the JCK FTA is currently progressing smoothly.

However, the JCK FTA negotiations face some obstacles that must be overcome. There
are five main difficulties: existence of differences between the economic regimes; econom-
ic discrepancies between the JCK countries; recognition of the history and issue of visits
to Yasukuni Shrine; the argument over hegemony between the two strongest countries
(Japan and China) ; and military confrontation caused by territorial disputes which in-
dicate a lack of communication and understanding between nations. Moreover, although
the economic obstacles also exist, compared with other difficulties these are easy to over-
come, and it is thought that the core of those obstacles is the shortage of communication,

understanding, and integration among the three countries’people. The problem now is
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how to remove the obstacles to the JCK FTA negotiations.

The European Union (EU) was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 2012, when the
three JCK countries were involved in territorial disputes. I think that the experience of
EU can suggest methods of obstacle dissolution for the JCK FTA negotiations. What un-
derstandings and lessons should the JCKs learn from the EU? I think that JCK should
learn from the EU the idea of peace, reconciliation, and symbiosis based on “peacekeep-
ing” and aiming at “prosperity coexistence”, through talking and communicating in order
to understand and unite with each other. If the three JCK countries unite, difficult prob-
lems can be settled by exploring new ideas and methods for the dissolution of obstacles.

Therefore, when the importance of the JCK FTA negotiations has been recognized, a
political decision is needed to promote FTA negotiation from a broad point of view. Es-
pecially today, territorial problems are likely to intensify again as a result of historical
issues among the JCKs, and to develop into military confrontation. If the JCK FTA is es-
tablished at an early date, it is clear that not only can people benefit from the economic
profits earlier but that political friction will also be reduced, and this can contribute to
the security of the three countries. Disregarding the historical issues and the territorial
nationalism, the governments and the people of the JCKs should work hard, developing
communication between the nations and deepening mutual understanding in order to
make the JCK FTA negotiations a success by 2015.
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