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Although it has been stressed upon since the very beginning that the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community is linked inextricably with the ASEAN Security Community and the ASEAN Economic Community
, it has been viewed by many as less important than the latter two.

Admittedly, ASC is in essence a continuation of ASEAN’s original function: to ensure that the institutionalisation of intra-ASEAN relations impede the possibility of open conflict between member states. Correspondingly, AEC supports the imminent need of ASEAN to function as a coherent economic unit. However, when it comes to ASCC, many often fail to locate its significance within the context of regional integration.

This is of course a grave misperception. Failure to address importunate social issues can result in both economic and political disturbances. 

The Social Dimension of Economic Integration

When viewed from the perspective of developing countries, discordant debate on the impacts of globalisation and economic integration exists. Optimists would underline the link between the increasing trade and economic growth, and conclude that trade is good for growth and growth is good for the poor; while pessimists argue that such trend would actually have uneven impact and give rise to negative counter-effects on the previously protected sectors, marginalisation, and possible increases in within-country income inequality.
 Moreover, as far as the impacts are concerned, consideration has been focused more on the economic sector, while social impacts tend to be regarded as unattached to the integration process itself.

The social dimension of economic integration refers to its impact on the life and work of people, on their families and their societies. More comprehensively, it concerns the impact of economic integration on employment, working conditions, income and social protection, together with the security, culture and identity, inclusion or exclusion and the cohesiveness of families and communities.

Economic integration offers new opportunities with the growth of exchange, trade, and investment, and the development of the media and technology. However, in contrast, for some, economic integration generates an increase in cultural, social, and economic marginalisation. In this regard, economic integration portrays a dual phenomenon - significant for some as the integration of the community (in ASEAN’s case, a regional community), but striking the majority with multiform exclusions. 

Such exclusion is made worse if there is lack of capacity of states to guarantee the respect of fundamental rights. Hence, there are those who are "integrated" and enjoy the benefits of integration, and on the other hand there are those who are "excluded" and find themselves progressively more confined to the margins of the community.

ASEAN community-building efforts will face the same consequences. Concerns about the negative social impacts of ASEAN regional integration are among the factors causing sentiments of resentment against the integration process. Typically, the term “integration” depicts the narrower characteristic of economic harmonisation and free trade, as the common stages of integration would be set in almost exclusively economic terms. Yet, these economic aspects do not portray the whole issue of integration, as there are other aspects that this categorisation fails to capture – namely, the opportunity for regional communities, at whatever stage of integration, to address the social needs of citizens through regional coordination and action. This is where ASCC serves as vital.

As one study argues,

One can point to labour standards in trade agreements, the regulation of financial and corporate sectors to ensure respect for fundamental policies as social dimension outcomes. But just as importantly, the social dimension of regional integration includes democratic participation in an ongoing process of dialogue between public and private actors that serves as a basis for consultation on social and economic concerns. The extent to which a region incorporates then into its regional integration scheme is an indication not only of its commitment to these ideals but also of its potential to realise a fairer distribution of integration’s benefits to its citizens.

What are the social sectors that are potential to receiving the most negative impacts from economic integration?

Labour and Employment

There are significant impacts created by regional economic integration on labour markets. The combination of the effects of growing trade and technological change reduces the demand for low-skilled workers, and is one of the factors behind rising wage inequality.
 There are concerns that regional agreements on lowering trade barriers will divert jobs to markets with lower labour costs and that existing labour standards will erode. As workers compete for their jobs, their bargaining power decreases. At the same time the ability of governments to manage the social consequences of these changes is reduced, along with their inability to fulfil tasks presented by economic integration, for example setting tax rates and financing social insurance, economic policy management, interest rate policy or exchange rate policy.
 Moreover, economic integration, including in ASEAN, will necessarily include provisions of free movement of people (and labour), which may increase competition between the regional states and potentially have migratory consequences.

Different cross-border working scenarios within an integrated labour market raises a number of issues, including the concern that, since in ASEAN social security is considered as a matter of national competence, migrant workers risk being excluded from work-related benefits in their host countries. In this regard, the impacts on social welfare also follow as a growing concern.

Social Welfare and Development
As has been explained, economic integration is not only a matter of integration but also fragmentation, thus creating a division between those who are integrated and those who are excluded. Human rights, democratic freedoms and other social welfare concerns should not by any means be alien to the integration process. 

The effects of liberalised trade and global markets on the promotion of human rights have been the subject of debate in many countries. On one side of the question are those who maintain that macro-level economic liberalisation fuels social progress, democratic development and respect for human rights, as political liberalisation, which underlies respect for human rights, is said to be fuelled by free markets and free trade, which bring about improvements in wages, working conditions and employment opportunities; while on the other side of the debate are those who view global competition as a process that subordinates social justice and human progress to economic development.
 They argue that,

The exigencies of international competitive pressure lead some labour-intensive transnational corporations to seek the low labour costs -- and corresponding minimal labour standards -- found in developing countries. According to some critics, the conditions that give global business enterprises and countries a comparative advantage in the international competition for new markets and for trade and investment dollars are those that disadvantage workers. Seen from this perspective, liberalized trade "has entailed a ‘race to the bottom’, where both environmental and human rights norms, especially labour standards, are lowered in order to attract competition."

It must be emphasised that critiques towards the impact of economic integration of human rights are reminders of the need to develop strategies to manage the integration process. The potential negative impacts of economic integration on human rights will depend on how the process is managed. 
Poverty Alleviation

As we have identified issues of labour and social welfare, it is significant to note that many regional issues, including labour migration and cross-border social security are integral to a comprehensive poverty alleviation strategy.
One of the main goals of economic integration is to create economic growth. In this regard, the logic is that economic growth assists to poverty alleviation. However, this is not unconditionally. Regional integration results in greater volume of intra-regional trade, investment and migration, but that the benefits of this regional economic growth are unevenly distributed between and within countries, and that the actual effect on poverty at the country level is often lower than the level assumed. More specifically, most studies on integration tend to concentrate on the nature, condition, pace, extent and direction of trade, investment, and migration at the regional level, but that these studies rarely cover the impact of regional provisions on poverty at the country level.

On this issue, it must be emphasised that regional integration an affect poverty in a variety of ways. One study described three routes to how poverty could be affected by economic integration: trade; investment; migration; and regional social and infrastructure programmes.
 It argues the importance of the fourth route, as regional integration an affect poverty by including regional socio-economic projects and other types of integration, e.g. in providing infrastructure or regional public goods more generally.

Health

In the context of economic integration and the opening up of various sectors, governments may increasingly attract private sector companies to undertake tasks that are, or were formerly, the responsibility of the public sector, such as health and education. When public-private partnerships occur in health sector, this could have important implications, not only for health policies but also for health-related policies.

Health is a key determinant of economic growth and development. More importantly, bad health quality is both a cause and impact of poverty. Health problems deprive countries of human resources, while the high cost of health problems contributes to stagnancy or decrease in economic growth and limits the resources governments have available for investment in public health. More exceptionally for developing countries, improving health sector is critical in order to reduce poverty.

Health issues often transcend borders and greater regional integration or cooperation is thus essential. Significant issues in the health sector include health sector reform, disease surveillance, issues related to drug production, purchasing and regulation, and support for research and development.

Additionally, health is closely related to other issues such as rural development and environment. Services and resources must be targeted on the diseases closely linked to poverty and/or the poorer geographic areas. The expansion of adequate social protection also has an important role to play. Moreover, environmental problems, such as land degradation and poor water quality, contribute to health problems and it is thus essential to improve control and management of these problems.
The Realisation of ASCC

The ASCC Plan of Action has called for commitment of Member States, both individually and collectively, to address the impact of economic integration to minimise its social costs and ensure its benefits, while at the same time realising that domestic policy adjustments and emerging regional production arrangements from economic integration will have profound social impact.

The Plan of Action has also identified a set of key goals that will be pursued under it, namely: promoting human resource development to build a competitive labour force, through, among others, closer cooperation among existing regional centres in the area of education; promoting an efficient labour market through mutual skills recognition arrangements to enhance regional mobility so that ASEAN’s workforce are prepared for and benefit from economic integration; strengthening systems of social protection at the national level and working towards adoption of appropriate measures at the regional level to provide a minimum uniform coverage for skilled workers in the region; addressing the impact of liberalisation in the health sector to meet the needs of ASEAN; and promoting joint certification and accreditation of science and technology at the regional level to improve science and technology competence of ASEAN’s human resources.

It is clear that the ASCC Plan of Action has put together a comprehensive list of social sectors to be concerned of in the context of regional integration. However, dealing with social issues at the regional level is not always feasible, nor necessarily the most effective approach as it is near impossible to find one policy that suits all states. In the same manner, no particular social sector activity is even relevant to all states.

Moreover, in the context of ASEAN, there are no supranational institutions to mandate region-based action; hence, since many issues in the social sector are ultimately national responsibilities, regional action on a particular area works only if the national and regional agendas are aligned.
 

It has also been admitted that the realisation of the ASCC has not been easy because there was no specific Ministerial body for overall implementation.
 Additionally, the coordination across sectors was hampered by bureaucratic concerns and lack of performance indicators.

These are indeed the realities. As comprehensive the Plan of Action is, pessimism exists when it comes to having a realisation of the plans. ASEAN pursues its regional agenda within the existing parameters, which is limited. Hence, goals are scoped to the realm of the doable, while actually, the social sector, with its decisive significance that affect ASEAN citizens at a very personal level, is not the place for excessive plans, only practical actions. That is what is still yet to be found when it comes to ASCC.
Social dialogue is the most fundamental component towards building an integrated social dimension into regional integration.
 This mechanism should include an open and participatory process, comprised of governments, workers’ and employers’ organisations and even other interested social actors has the potential to address a diversity of interests. Moreover, as part of a development strategy, strengthening the capacity of social actors and encouraging them to contribute to the integration process has benefits beyond cultivating the social dimension, in addition to encouraging greater democratic participation and strengthening of local governance.

Learning from the experience of the European Union, it represents a pertinent model of economic, political and social integration. While pursuing economic integration through the creation of a single market, EU pursues mutually reinforcing policies to meet the needs of competitiveness, employment, social progress and sustainable environment. The system established by the Union is such that this economic integration leads to an improvement of the living and working conditions of European citizens, notably in the less developed Member States. In this connection the European Union has focused on solid institutional structures, the interplay between them, involvement of the stakeholders through the European social dialogue, fundamental standards for employment, such as non-discrimination and equality in employment, minimum standards as regards occupational health and safety and working conditions, supportive national social protection systems, an investment in human capital, the quality of employment and, in a more general manner, respect of human rights and the rule of law.
 

Although the EU model cannot simply be transferred to other parts of the world, some of its features are relevant. What is significant to note is that how social dimensions of regional integration is taken so much into account that it is never a sideline of the economic integration process.

The Future of ASCC

First of all, there is no future for ASCC if we do not change the existing mindset that deems ASCC less important than ASC and AEC. ASCC must be seen as an integral part of the community-building effort. It must be emphasised that an economic and security community cannot be achieved without an effort to establish a socio-cultural community. Economic integration and security cooperation will have social impacts, and that is a fact that ASEAN cannot escape from. 

Additionally, if a community is what ASEAN really aims for, than more focus should be given to the sectors that are prone to the negative social impacts of the integration process. Identifying these sectors is relatively easy compared to actually coming up with policies to tackle the issue. And if a region-based policy for social sectors is still unfeasible in ASEAN, then the opportunity lays in efforts to build and strengthen the capacity of individual states to manage the social impacts of economic integration. Domestic policy adjustments will have profound social impact to contribute to the ASEAN socio-cultural community building in particular, and ASEAN integration in general.
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