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It is an honour to be invited here and particularly at the opening session of this conference and  among such distinguished company. It is a particular honour given that I am not a citizen of an ASEAN country, am not Asian and have done nothing to advance the ASEAN cause. Indeed, a journalist I may often have been critical, unfairly so on occasion I am sure, of the efforts of colleagues here today on this platform and in the audience who have contributed a significant part of their working lives to ASEAN’s development.
Unlike them, I know very little of the inner workings of the group or the problems of turning a fine concept into a political reality.

I speak entirely as an outsider, sympathetic to ASEAN’s aims but with the scepticism of a journalist and with  the lack of emotional commitment found among some at least of those of you who are ASEAN citizens.

My only qualifications are that I am a historian by training, a journalist by trade and have
been living in and writing about east Asian issues for 35 years or most of ASEAN’s life.
Last month I was at another 40th anniversary – the fortieth annual meeting of the Asian Development Bank held in Kyoto, indeed in the same building where the Kyoto Protocol on pollution and climate change was signed. It reminded me that issues are joined up, that no institution exists as an island but in the end justifies its existence not just by its relevance to its own members but to other cross-border institutions.

ASEAN and the ADB have common roots  -- the  concerns of non-Communist  Asia and its American supporters and protectors to use political and economic means to strengthen themselves individually and collectively against what still appeared to be a rising tide of Communism, most evident in the war then developing in Vietnam, but with insurgencies lingering in Malaysia, Thailand and the Philippines. . Indonesia was only just emerging from the bloody turmoil at the end of the Sukarno era and konfrontasi was a recent memory.  South Korea’s economic climb only just beginning, China at the start of its so-called Cultural Revolution and, in Europe the iron curtain between the Soviets and NATO as fixed as ever.

Forty years on, Communism has morphed into varying combination of greed and state capitalism. And taken as a whole Asia has enjoyed remarkable success not just in terms of GDP but, more important, in social and health and political stability indicators.

This is something to look back on with pride. It was not just good luck. Contrast it with the Middle East blessed with oil but condemned – and this is also the 40th anniversary of Israel’s occupation of the West bank and Gaza – to endless turmoil as a result of local obscurantism, western interference and Israeli racialism.

It is hard to say quite how much ASEAN or the ADB contributed to Asian success. Cause and effect interact. But we do know that cross border institutions which foster common goals, common ways of doing things, foster trade as well as understanding and dialogue. 
But now that the wars of the 1967 have been fought and mostly won, where open markets, free trade and degrees of pluralism in politics are widely accepted, what are the goals of the institutions established then. It is the same question as asked by other like the World Bank and IMF, creatures of a post World War II era.

Then the Asia of ASEAN and the ADB was one which followed the US lead – ZOPFAN notwithstanding – and in which Japan, then the only developed economy, played a key supporting and funding role. Now the US is only first (just) among equals competing for influence, China friend not foe and Japan, though still immensely important and perhaps underestimated, not the Asian exemplar it once was.
As for the ADB, its onetime major borrowers no longer need it and Asia as a whole now exports capital. It is trying to find a new way forward, combining a poverty-reduction role still relevant for the poor countries and regions of Asia, with a catalytic role in regional cooperation on financial, trade and environmental issues. It remains to be seen how far or fast it can change given the bureaucratic and political obstacles involved, not to mention the problems of an institution which is run from manila but whose territory extends from Armenia to Kiribati. But it has at least challenged itself with a radical report on its future put together by a team including ASEAN’s most distinguished international servant, Khun Supachai, and former US Treasury Secretary Dr Summers.

Its challenges seem to me to be very similar to those facing ASEAN. Both need to give coherence to policies, not just vague visions, which advance not just cooperation between members but between members and those outside.  In the case of ASEAN is in the first place northeast Asia followed by the US and EU, followed by south Asia – which ought to be a lot more important but has yet to show enduring commitment to economic integration in its sub-region, let alone to a wider world.

ASEAN’s first challenge was to maintain cohesion as a non-Communist group and set aside animosities arising from borders, history or ethnicity. When that had been largely achieved it next challenge was to morph in to an economic grouping, a trade barrier reducing system which would foster trade and cooperation generally in line with the market system generally prevailing in its core members. Equivalence to NAFTA, let alone the EU, were distant goals but these examples did inspire, did create visions for ASEAN.   At least on paper.  ASEAN’s goal has been met with AFTA  not merely being devised but its completion repeatedly speeded up.
Thirdly was the challenge of bringing in countries with very different economic and political systems. That was a bit of a leap in the dark, to put geography ahead of coherence. But with the exception of Burma it has paid off and ASEAN membership has certainly helped Vietnam reintegrate itself into the wider world. Laos and Cambodia may have a long way to go but relative to the past they are doing OK. It is doubtful that ASEAN membership will do anything to influence the regime in Burma, which is best given a very cold shoulder. But once things do change there, ASEAN membership will come into its own.
The problem with the ASEAN success stories is that they are disparate and do not give a very clear guide to the future.

Yes, AFTA is a grand idea but its actual contribution to intra-regional trade has been modest – and remains bedeviled by the exceptions that exist on sensitive items. The growth oin regional trade has been primarily driven not by AFTA but by the private sector’s development of manufacturing systems which thrive on specialization and zero tariffs rather than AFTA preferential ones. Intra-ASEAN trade is driven primarily by manufacturing companies based in Japan, Korea and Taiwan and western brand names and retailing giants.
The recent Asia Development bank Asian Economic Outlook has an excellent analysis of regional trade and how it is much more dependent on global demand than it fondly imagines.

But instead of thinking globally, many ASEAN members are thinking not even regionally but focusing on bilateral trade deals – with the US and China and maybe now with the EU as well. Bilaterals can be seductive but the winners are usually the big players not the small ones – and no ASEAN is a big player. They also lead to competition for preferential advantage between ASEAN members. Thus if Singapore and Thailand they could get ahead by doing one with the US, Malaysia feels a need to protect itself with a similar deal.
So trade goals number one for ASEAN should be to call a halt to biltaerals – which are not just about tariffs but, more important, mostly have widely varying rules of origin. For instance, Singapore has, I am told, signed 7 bilaterals. Each has separate rules of origin, rules which can create nightmares for the cross-border manufacturing systems which have been a key to east Asian success. Just ask real businessmen not the bureaucrats who run trade negotiations. These bilaterals also cast doubt on the value of AFTA-wide pacts with northeast Asian countries.
That leads us to the issue of the ASEAN+3 group including Japan, chin and South Korea. This link to three much bigger economies is natural. It is complementary and reflects much which already exists on the ground in terms of trade and capital and even human flows. As a concept it was boosted by the Asian crisis and has led to some increased cooperation, particularly between finance ministers in the form of the Chiang Mai initiative and through the efforts of the ADB and others to develop bond markets cross border investment in them.
But it is still very ad hoc, and bedeviled by northeast Asian rivalries and the resultant preferences for those countries to act as competitors for ASEAN friendship rather than cooperators in a wider Asian theatre. Thus they are competing for FTAs and making a messy trade situation even messier. The efforts of the ADB to encourage ASEAN+3 cooperation are hampered by the perception that the ADB is a Japanese-led institution. Meanwhile the Chinag Mai initiative if fighting the last war, when the region had excessive debts to the rest of the world. Now the situation is the reverse and what is needed is cooperation to keep savings within the region, encourage regional domestic demand and prevent competition to keep currencies undervalued. 
We have recently seen the problems faced by Thailand and to a lesser extent Korea by hot money inflows which evidently stem from the ultra low interest rates pursued by China and Japan and which make economic management for smaller, open economies very difficult. 

Yet the ASEAN+3 group has avoided addressing this issue, preferring to focus on past issues and easy cooperation like reserve swap agreements which are actually unnecessary at a time when most of the region has excess reserves.

In short. ASEAN needs to try to make the ASEAN+3 group into something which will be more than just an occasional talking shop. In the process it could help build bridges between Japan and China, sorely needed if east Asian success is to be continued when the US role becomes much diminished by its own debts and over-extended military. 
What then about security cooperation? Its implications of pacts and military cooperation makes it outside the official scope.  The one big territorial issue is the South China Sea, but even that involves only half the members and though the ASEAN members concerned may be able to agree among themselves, China in effect has succeeded in keeping  any discussion at the bilateral level and periodically launching verbal attacks on Vietnamese and Philippine claims and actions. However, there is clearly merit in the ASEAN members working as a group n this issue and now allowing themselves to be kept to bilateral exchanges with China in which they will always be the loser.

 “Terrorism” is a post 9/11 issues which in this region is anyway more about local conflicts as in southern Thailand and the Philippines than the global issue perceived by the US. Others like drugs and other cross border crimes involve too many other countries to be treated as an issue to which ASEAN as a group can contribute much.

The Malacca straits however is one area where maybe concerned southeast Asian partners can work as an ASEAN group involving concerned non-regional countries in northeast Asia and the Middle east and the US to meet common objectives without compromising sovereignty or stirring up strategic rivalries.

Which brings us to the external political role of ASEAN in the post-cold-war world. Does it have one? The answer for now is largely No. Ever since ASEAN gave priority to geographical inclusiveness over political principles, real or imagined, there are no significant areas in which it can act as a group vis a vis the outside world.

As a result too it has little bargaining power with its own members – unlike the EU which required countries to alter their policies  to conform to certain principles before they were allowed to join.

However, the group has moved a little way in the case of Burma in entering the realm of domestic politics. It seems likely too that it will have to move a little further in this direction if it is to play a role in three of the critical  cross border issues which face the planet and the ASEAN region. One is  environmental pollution, the other cross-border movement of people, the third, sea fishing a huge but fast depleting resource which will disappear if there is not regional cooperation. None of these is easy because some issues under these heads are bilateral, others clearly region-wide. But ASEAN has the potential to adopt common goals, and then to cooperate on that basis with the northeast Asian three and Australasia.
If ASEAN is to have a future it must learn to be impolite to be prepared to say in no uncertain terms that, for example, smoke from Indonesia is caused primarily by deliberate forest burning, often by companies based in Singapore or KL, and not just a natural phenomenon. Otherwise it makes itself look ridiculous in the eyes of its own citizens and of the world (should the world notice ASEAN at all).

Likewise cross-border movement of people, already huge and a source of friction would sometimes be best tackled by multilateral rather than just bilateral dialogue. One thing is for sure, the huge income and demographic differences in the region ensure that movement will continue and maybe increase.

Which brings us to even more delicate regional  issues; those of religion and ethnicity. Does ASEAN have a role to play? Certainly outside intermediaries have  had a useful role in some conflicts: Malaysia in the southern Philippines, foreign humanitarian groups in Aceh. 

Perhaps ASEAN should have its own ad hoc intermediation team which would reflect the diversity of the region but not be identified with one country. For instance, while Indonesia might in principle be able to play a role in southern Thailand as Malaysia has done in the Philippines. But it would be difficult for Bangkok to accept any outsiders so an ASEAN team might just be possible.

Likewise, if there is any political progress in Burma at all, some intermediaries with long-rebelling minorities could be useful.

ASEAN also provides a possible route for member nations to address some politically sensitive domestic issues in the same way  as the demands and rules  of the IMF, World Bank and WTO have been used to push through tax, tariff and currency policies which governments knew were beneficial but for which an external scapegoat was needed.
For example, many in Malaysia would dearly love the country to be able to get off the New Economic Policy treadmill, or at least aspects relating directly to ownership and bidding for government contracts. One way to start might be gradually to exempt ASEAN-based and owned companies in certain sectors. After all if Malaysian bumiputra controlled banks can buy Indonesian ones, why not vice versa?
This issue is particularly important for Malaysia which is, I believe, the only ASEAN member with laws which discriminate between its own citizens.

ASEAN’s ethnic and religious diversity in one way is a huge barrier to the kind of common goals achieved in Europe and to a lesser extent North America. But it is also an opportunity to show wht these need not be barriers, and thereby set an example to others. It is a strength that Malays (in the widest sense of the term) are Christian as well as Muslim. Roughly speaking there are 200 milion Muslims, 160 million Buddhists and 100 mllion Christians and plenty too of non-believers, Hindus, Sikhs etc and all divided by language and nationality as well. 

Given the diversity of ASEAN, the greatly varying levels of development and the sheer lack of an over-riding principle make group progress difficult. But it seems to this outsider that a lot more could be achieved if ASEAN had a stronger structure and decision making process. It is no longer  enough to have a cosy feeling and play golf together and sing karaoke, all the while relying on a mix of the US umbrella, and private foreign capital and markets to be the driving force behind economic growth and integration.
ASEAN governments think they have done a lot. But the reality is that 90% of regional economic cooperation has been the result not of their policies but of the interaction of  ethnic Chinese business networks, and western and east Asian multinational companies. The commercial linkages were formed in colonial times or even earlier and were strengthened by the post-1945 alliance of Japan and the US and the phenomenal growth of world trade. Now the changes in China have brought new benefits to the region. 

Some of those beneficial forces may be weakening in which case the burden on ASEAN members to do a lot more to help themselves will be that much greater. ASEAN needs to be much more ambitious and that means its members must be prepared to surrender a little of their national sovereignty to it. Are they willing?

