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THE RELEVANCE OF ASEAN
Crisis and Change

Simon S. C. Tay and Jesus P. Estanislao

INTRODUCTION: CRISIS AND CHANGE

Cirisis and changing times challenge our fixed ideas and our institutions. Few
institutions die, but many may lose their relevance and limp on, with less
urgency, importance, and credibility. On the other hand, it is also possible
that, when faced with crisis, some institutions are able to change and reinvent
themselves. If so, they may secure a new mission, relevance, and energy.

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) has not died in the
crisis that swept the region from mid-1997. There is little doubt, however,
that its credibility has been dented. The crisis affected the economies of all the
ASEAN members and many more in Asia. A sense of doom and gloom
prevailed. The Association was criticized for being unable to effectively address
the financial crisis. The “miracle” was over, and some feared there would be
a lost decade for the region.

The economic crisis was not the only point of criticism. A second
concern was the Indonesian forest fires in 1997 and 1998 that blanketed
the region with haze pollution. This was a literal and symbolic pall over
the countries. In this environmental crisis too, ASEAN seemed ineffective.
A third criticism of ASEAN concerned East Timor and the inability of
ASEAN and its members to take a firm and united stand in dealing with
the humanitarian and security crisis that arose after the vote for independence
from Indonesia. A fourth ground for criticism of ASEAN was with regard to
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