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CONSTRUCTING THE SOCIAL PILLAR

OF THE ASEAN COMMUNITY

Remarks by M. C. Abad, Jr., Director, ASEAN Secretariat

at the 21st Asia Pacific Roundtable

4-8 June 2007, Kuala Lumpur

Introduction

1.
Although the founding document of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations called for “partnership in order to strengthen the foundation for a prosperous and peaceful community of Southeast Asian Nations”, it took almost another four decades before the ASEAN Leaders resolved to establish an ASEAN Community with capital C.  

2.
This decision to move forward from common to proper noun has set into motion parallel efforts to formulate and carry out plans of actions towards constructing the security, economic, and socio-cultural pillars of the ASEAN Community.  It has also led to the decision to have a legal and institutional framework that is supposed to meet the challenges of realising the ASEAN Community – an ASEAN Charter.

The ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community (ASCC)

3.
From the beginning, the framers of the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community Plan of Action believe that the ASCC is interrelated with the two other pillars.  The ASCC would contribute to enhancing regional prosperity and stability.  There is common understanding that prevalent human security provides a strong foundation for national stability and even regional harmony.

4.
The Bali Concord II of 2003 recognizes that the three pillars of the ASEAN Community are “closely intertwined and mutually reinforcing” for the purpose of ensuring peace, stability and shared prosperity in the region.  The ASCC Plan of Action specifically acknowledges that, “the ASCC is linked inextricably with the economic and security pillars of the ASEAN Community”.  

5.
The four core elements of the ASCC Plan of Action include: poverty eradication, managing the social impact of economic integration, environmental sustainability, and promoting regional identity and solidarity.  Therefore, while these elements of the ASCC are ends in themselves, they also form an integral part of the comprehensive security framework that ASEAN adheres to “having broad political, economic, social and cultural aspects.”

6.
The assumption is that social integration would collectively make the ASEAN region more resilient in this increasingly interconnected and interrelated world.  It is the social ASEAN that would make and keep the ASEAN Community more humane and civil both in challenging and thriving times.

Constructing the social pillar

7.
In my view, there at least three inter-related means or processes towards promoting the social pillar of the ASEAN Community.

8.
Firstly, the purposes, activities and achievements of ASEAN must be communicated to the peoples of Southeast Asia.  They must be convinced that the governments of Southeast Asia do not just pay lip service to regional cooperation and solidarity, but are truly committed to engaging each other for the common good.  They must be made aware and convinced that ASEAN as an organization could provide strategic direction that is capable of drawing together diverse but constructive ways and opinions of contributing to the establishment of a regional community.  

9.
ASEAN must reflect the genuine aspirations of its constituencies and rally the relevant social forces towards achieving them.  The peoples of Southeast Asia must be convinced that an ASEAN community is primarily dedicated to promoting and protecting their interests and not necessarily the status quo.  I believe that the people of Southeast Asia will not be interested in ASEAN if it is not relevant to them or, worse, if it works against social change and transformation.  It is worth noting that the concepts of democracy and open society have found their way in the Bali Concord II and ASEAN Vision 2020, respectively.

10.
Secondly, ASEAN should recognize that it cannot establish the social pillar by itself.  The concept of ASEAN should permeate and instill beyond inter-governmental.  The official ASEAN must work with the social ASEAN.  The official track should set the direction, promote an enabling environment, and inspire our people.  At the same time, the official ASEAN should continue to play the critical role of being what ASEAN Secretary-General Ong Keng Yong calls “an enabling and enriching catalyst” for regional understanding and cooperation.   

11.
In this regard, ASEAN should continue to engage and empower the regional networks of civil society, think tanks, professional organizations, academic institutions, the scientific community, the humanitarians and first responders, the private sector, and other advocacy groups that are committed to the ideals and purposes of an ASEAN Community.  The most prominent of these are the ASEAN-ISIS, the ASEAN Peoples’ Assembly, and the ASEAN Business Advisory Council, among others.  Being on the ground, the non-governmental sectors could help bring the ideals, spirit and message of ASEAN to their respective constituencies.  But most importantly, they should be encouraged to continue to strive and pursue their own and independent ways and means of contributing to establishing the ASEAN Community.

12.
Thirdly, ASEAN should continue to undertake functional cooperation in the fields of people-to-people interactions, cultural tourism, academic exchanges, promotion and protection of the rights of migrant workers, and information exchanges through broadcast, print and electronic media.  ASEAN must follow up on the gains of the 12th ASEAN Summit with its theme of promoting one caring and sharing community.  

13.
For the purpose of promoting people-to-people interactions, ASEAN has established the ASEAN Foundation, which is celebrating its tenth year anniversary this year.  The ASEAN University Network, the annual ASEAN Tourism Forum, the ASEAN Campus Journalists’ Exchange Programme, the ASEAN news exchange program, the Network on ASEAN Cultural Heritage, the annual ASEAN Youth Camp, and the planned establishment of an ASEAN Migrant Workers Forum are some of the current projects or bodies that perform concrete, useful and practical activities towards the same fundamental goal.

14.
One useful framework for pursuing functional cooperation is the Millennium Development Goals.  The MDGs eight goals and 17 specific targets from halving the proportion of people living below poverty line to halving the proportion of people without sustainable access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation and other targets constitute measurable commitments for promoting social integration in development.  These are some of the mandates of the ASEAN bodies responsible for social welfare, rural development and poverty eradication.  For its part, the ASEAN Secretariat is initiating the formulation of an ASEAN roadmap towards achieving the MDGs.
Conclusion

15.
The two most important factors that are needed to sustain the process of establishing an ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community are appropriate policy environment and sufficiently allocated or mobilized resources.  Realistically, while ASEAN can draw up the right policy direction, it can never raise the level of resources needed to carry it out.  Being an inter-governmental organization of developing countries, ASEAN has limited resources of its own and relies primarily on its members and development assistance from its friends abroad.  Most of ASEAN’s resources, such as those coming from the ASEAN Development Fund established since 2004, are spent on developing the institutional capability of its members and are not on delivering the goods and services directly to the people of Southeast Asia.  

16.
In the end, the prospect of promoting the social ASEAN and the extent of its contribution to securing regional peace and stability largely depends on the individual ASEAN member countries.  Directly addressing the challenges of poverty eradication, employment security and sustainable environment, among others, remain the primary responsibility of national governments.  At the same time, regional dialogue and cooperation could provide the platform and favorable environment for managing interdependence, disputes, and engagement with the rest of the world.  ASEAN should, therefore, continue to play an advocacy role.

17.
The ASEAN Member Countries, themselves, have acknowledged it.  In the process of launching the Vientiane Action Programme at the 10th ASEAN Summit in 2004, the ASEAN Leaders stated that, “National initiatives will fundamentally drive the manner and extent to which these issues are addressed.  However, the Member Countries can gain significant leveraging of political commitment and goals at the national level through regional advocacy.”

###
POSTSCRIPT

WHERE DOES THE ASCC STAND? 

First source: ASEAN Baseline Report

Following the adoption of the Vientiane Action Programme on 29 November 2004, an ASEAN baseline report was drawn up to generate indicators for monitoring progress towards establishing the ASEAN Community.  Under the social pillar, the composite indicators included are: GDP per capita at PPP; infant mortality rate; life expectancy at birth for male and female; prevalence of infectious diseases (malaria, TB and HIV/AIDS); adult literacy rate for male and female; enrolment rate at tertiary level; labour participation of women; internet and telephone subscribers; and economic dependency of the population.

The baseline study reported that eight countries of ASEAN, on the basis of their respective national poverty lines, had income poverty rates ranging from 5 to 35 percent at various years during the period 1999 to 2003. Rural areas recorded higher poverty rates than urban areas, with  the rural poverty rate registering between 11 to 42 percent compared to the urban poverty rate ranging from 2 to 25 percent.

Using the international poverty line of $1 a day, poverty rate in ASEAN ranged from a low of 0.2 percent to a high of 77.7 percent.  Based on this standard, the CLMV’s average poverty rate was recorded as four times higher than that of the other ASEAN Member Countries. The disparity though becomes a little less - at just twice the other ASEAN Member Countries - when the 2 PPP $ a day standard is used.

Life expectancy at birth ranged from 59 to 79 years for both male and female.  In general, the life expectancy of females was higher than males on an average of 4.5 years in 2003.

Governments play a major role in attending to the health needs of the population through policies and provision of services. This commitment is translated into budgetary allocations for health. The ratio of government expenditure for health from ASEAN Member Countries that provided information, ranged from 1.3 to 7.8 percent of total government expenditures.

As reported by the ASEAN countries at various periods, literacy rate among ASEAN Member Countries ranged from 68.7 to 95.1 percent.

Labour participation rate of women among ASEAN Member Countries ranged from 46.3 percent to 74.8 percent. The average participation rate of women in the labour force for ASEAN was 50.8 percent.  On the average, the participation rate of women in CLMV was higher than that of the ASEAN-6.

Among the five reporting countries, the share of expenditure on social protection to total government expenditure ranged from 0.02 to 8.0 percent.  However, the report provided by responding countries showed that only a maximum of 32.5 percent of the population were covered by some social security schemes. Social protection available in the ASEAN Member Countries includes pension and unemployment allowance/subsidy, among others. 

Seven out of ten ASEAN Member Countries have adopted legislation or policies addressed to particular disadvantaged populations, such as victims of domestic violence, child trafficking and the disabled.

On sustainable development, one of the commitments is the reduction of carbon dioxide and ozone depleting Chlorofluorocarbon (CFC) in the atmosphere. Between 2000 and 2003, the carbon dioxide emission per capita was lowest in Cambodia at 0.04 ton per capita and highest in Brunei Darussalam at 17.7 tons per capita. For the whole ASEAN, the average emission during the period was estimated at 1.6 tons per capita. On the average, the carbon emission of CLMV is much lower than the average of ASEAN-6. 

Forest fires have shown to have caused damage to the environment and the efforts to control them have been given focus by ASEAN.  In this regard, the region has entered into the ASEAN Agreement on Transboundary Haze Pollution.  The agreement provides for the establishment of the ASEAN Coordination Center for Transboundary Haze Pollution Control and Indonesia has offered to host the Center.  A draft Host Government Agreement and draft TOR for Management and Operations of the Center are now being worked out.

Preservation of forests is important for environmental sustainability. In fact, the fast pace of deforestation has led to dire consequences for the environment and societies.  

In general, the average forest cover of CLMV is higher than the average of ASEAN-6 by about 16 percent. Corrected for population, Lao PDR has the highest forest area per capita at 2.41 hectares per person. The Philippines, Thailand and Viet Nam have the lowest forest area per capita at less than half a hectare per person. On the whole, CLMV recorded a higher average than ASEAN-6. 

Access to safe drinking water is higher in the urban areas in ASEAN Member Countries.  There was, on the average, 77.8 percent of the total population in ASEAN with access to safe drinking water.  About 90 percent of this is in the urban area.

On promoting regional identity and solidarity, the baseline report looked into the availability of television channels from other ASEAN countries as an indication of the interest of the viewers on the life, culture and developments in other ASEAN countries. Three countries reported positively for this indicator, with Cambodia recording the highest number of non-Cambodian TV channels albeit most of these came from Thailand.  Lao PDR had 7 channels from Thailand and Viet Nam. Singapore reported having 3 channels from other ASEAN members.  Viet Nam did not carry any TV channel from other countries.  Four countries gave information on ASEAN movies being shown in local cinemas.

The formal education system is a channel to promote ASEAN identity. Of the ASEAN Member Countries that provided data, Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao PDR and Viet Nam cited ASEAN history and culture as a subject by itself in their respective school curricula. The Philippines does not offer such course in the school curriculum, although it has several Asian studies programs. 

Second source: ILO’s Labour and Social Trends in ASEAN

The 2007 edition of the Labour and Social Trends of the ILO Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific devotes its full report to major trends in social and labour conditions in the ASEAN region.

The ILO report stresses that in the process of developing closer integration, ASEAN Member Countries will face many challenges, including improving the competitiveness and productivity of enterprises, promoting skills development and decent work opportunities for the workforce, and addressing the challenge of working poor and the issues related to the growing cross-border mobility of labour. Other challenges relate to women’s employment, the ageing of the population in some countries, occupational safety and health at work and HIV/AIDS in the world of work. 

The ILO Report upholds that ASEAN has made rapid and competitive integration into regional and global markets for goods, services, and investment over the past several decades. While the ASEAN region has accounted for approximately 8.3 per cent of Asia’s total GDP in recent years, the region has generated around 22 per cent of Asia’s total exports, placing the region behind China, Asia’s largest exporter, but ahead of Japan. At the same time, ASEAN represents a vast consumer market, larger in terms of spending power than India’s, although ASEAN’s entire population is only half that of India.

The variations in development and wealth between ASEAN Member Countries present a unique challenge to regional integration. Such differentials are a major driving force for intra-regional labour migration, which represents both a source of comparative advantage and a challenge to manage. Another challenge comes with finding a balance between economic growth and social development.

Since 2000, total employment in ASEAN has increased by a healthy 11.8 per cent, from 235.2 million to 263 million, an increase of 27.8 million additional jobs.  Over the same period, total unemployment in ASEAN rose by 6.3 million, or 51.3 per cent, to 18.6 million.

Young women and men aged 15-24 are disproportionately affected by rising unemployment. While they made up 21.6 per cent of ASEAN’s labour force in 2006, they accounted for 58.7 per cent of the region’s total jobless.

Despite the robust economic growth of recent years, the informal economy has remained massive, accounting for an estimated 156 million people, or nearly 60 per cent of the ASEAN workforce in 2006.  The informal economy has a female face, with more women in informal employment than men, indicating that women tend to have more limited employment opportunities.

Many ASEAN Member Countries have made huge strides in reducing poverty.  Yet the region remains home to millions of working poor. Of ASEAN’s more than 262 million workers, in 2006, more than 148 million did not earn enough to lift themselves and their families above the US$2 a day poverty line.  Of these, 28.5 million lived with their families on less than US$1 a day.  This means that more than 1 in every 10 ASEAN workers and their families live in extreme poverty. 

In most ASEAN Member Countries, greater economic openness has fuelled growth and job creation, especially in export sectors. Economic openness also drives structural changes such as a shift away from employment with low productivity areas, such as agriculture, to those with higher productivity, such as industry and services. 

At the same time, greater economic openness has brought stronger competition and greater labour market pressures. The accelerated pace of job creation has been accompanied by job losses, contributing to increased job insecurity.

Fast-growing intra-regional movements of workers are evidence of increasing labour market integration between the ASEAN Member Countries. In 2005, the total number of migrants originating from ASEAN was estimated at about 13.5 million, 39 per cent of whom (5.3 million people) were in other ASEAN Member Countries.

The growing cross-border mobility of labour has benefited sending and receiving countries as well as the migrants themselves. But the large and growing numbers of irregular migrants mean that questions related to managing migration and ensuring migrants’ protection become pressing.

The recent ASEAN Declaration on the Protection and the Promotion of Rights of Migrant Workers shows that Member States recognize their needs and responsibilities in this area, and that, if properly managed, the mobility of ASEAN’s human resources can become a unique comparative advantage in the global marketplace.

Between 2005 and 2015, ASEAN labour force is expected to increase by 55 million, or 19.8 per cent.  Within this period, total employment in agriculture is projected to contract by 6.6 million, while employment in industry and services is expected to expand by around 24 million and 35 million, respectively.  The service sector will not only be the main source of job creation, it will also become the largest employment sector, representing about 40 per cent of total ASEAN employment by 2015.

Poverty reduction strategies need to shift gradually from targeting those in extreme poverty to mitigating vulnerability to poverty among many more millions of people.

Concentrating on factors that encourage productivity growth and the creation of quality jobs will be critical to promote sustainable competitiveness, quality employment and decent work. 

In an era of rapid structural changes and increasing competitive pressure, it is essential that workers are protected, including migrant workers. Appropriate measures include strengthened social safety nets and labour market policies such as job-search assistance and retraining programmes to help workers adjust and to mitigate the costs of such adjustments.

Source three: Millennium Development Goals Progress Report

In a joint assessment by the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific, the United Nations Development Programme and the Asian Development Bank, it has been reported that Asian and Pacific region as a whole is on its way to achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) by 2015.

Progress on halving the proportion of people whose income is less than one dollar a day, achieving universal primary education, and eliminating gender disparity at all levels of education is faster than required to meet the targets. The prevalence and death rate associated with TB have started to fall. Increases in forest cover and protected areas and decreases in CO2 and CFC emissions suggest a reversal of the loss of environmental resources has begun. 

In the ASEAN region, impressive achievements in poverty reduction have been registered in Indonesia and Vietnam.  The proportion of people living on less than $1 a day came down from 17.4 to 7.5 in Indonesia and from 14.6 to 2.2 in Vietnam between 1993 and 2002.

Remarkable gains have been achieved in ensuring that, by 2015, children, boys and girls alike, will be able to complete a full course of primary schooling.  For example, the ratio of the number of children of official school age who are enrolled in primary school to the total population of children of official school age in Cambodia went up from 69.3 in 1991 to 97.6 in 2004, while in Laos, the figure increased from 67.4 in 1991 to 81.7 in 2004.

Nevertheless, the MDG progress report called attention to the following issues of concern: infant mortality, HIV prevalence, and access to basic sanitation and safe water, particularly in rural areas.  

The Report has also suggested measures in order to accelerate progress or reverse the decline in some areas.  These include increased public expenditure on education and health, increased trade in goods and services and greater capital and labour mobility, increased aid and improved effectiveness in allocating official development assistance.

�ASEAN Baseline Report: Measurements to Monitor Progress Towards the ASEAN Community, A report prepared for the ASEAN Secretariat by Mario Lamberte, et. al., March 2006.


�ILO Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific, Labour and Social Trends in ASEAN 2007: Integration, Challenges and Opportunities, Bangkok, 2007.


� Millennium Development Goals: Progress in Asia and the Pacific 2006.  A joint report by UN-ESCAP, UNDP and ADB, Bangkok, 2006.  See http://www.mdgasiapacific.org.
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