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Asean: Long road ahead

By Kanrul Idris

THE speed of European integration has | eft Asean in the dust. The

Sout heast Asi an groupi ng had better attend to the basics if it wants to
catch up, wites KAMRUL I DRI S.

COWPARED to the European Union, which will be enlarged by 10 new nenbers
on May 1, Asean | ooks like a regional comunity on |ife-support.

Eur ope has open borders, no custons or trade barriers, a single currency
and sonet hing cl ose to an enconpassi ng, continent-w de identity - all of
whi ch had begun as pi pe dreans ami d the rubbl e of the Second Worl d Var.

The EU s total of 25 nations is a nmagnificent junble of cultures,
| anguages, societi es and econom es hel d t oget her by a gi ganti c bureaucracy
centred in Brussels. Europeans are cracking their heads over a
constitution, noless, while Asean officials endl essly null over the costs
and benefits of start-up co-operative agreenents.

Like it or not, ever closer integration in the part of the world that
unl eashed two of history's nmpbst devastating conflicts has acted as a scold
on Asean. It stands as an object lesson in the art of the possibl e agai nst
the truismthat Southeast Asia, and Asia as a whole, is sinply too
di sparate for tighter concord. Diversity hasn't been a hindrance i n Europe
- as much, or as little, separates Singapore fromlLaos as Luxenbourg from
Latvia or Europe's poorest country, Romania, whichis onits way to
accession, probably in 2007.

A United States of Southeast Asia isn't a delusion. By any reckoning,
mer gi ng a popul ati on of half a billion people in 10 conti guous countries
makes perfectly good economi ¢ sense. Liberalisation under the Asean Free
Trade Area, even with its concessions to | aggard menbers and state
sectors, caused regional trade to junp by nore than 25 per cent per year.

Fornmer Prime M nister Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohamad tried to push the | ogi c of
a common mar ket by hitching up Japan and Sout h Korea i nto an East Asi an
econom ¢ group. But he was stymi ed at every turn by an Anerica suspi ci ous
of the formation of bl ocs outside its sphere of influence.

So why is Sout heast Asia stuck in linbo? There is something to be said
for Europe's hare and Asean's tortoise being quite different politica
ani mal s. Forner Asean secretary-general Rodolfo Severino, speaking at a
conference i n Fukuoka, Japan, on April 7, said the grouping had been knit
toget her by a consensual "l ooseness". This seeming contradictioninterns
refl ected the hard-headed realities of the day.

An Associ ation of Sout heast Asian Nations was cobbl ed together in 1967
as a "non-binding, informal, non-ideol ogical, equal" club, resting above
all on the notion that good fences nade good nei ghbours. The confrontation
bet ween | ndonesi a and Mal aysi a had ended just a year before; the
Phi | i ppi nes was pi qued over Sabah; after splitting off fromMal aysi a,

i sl and Si ngapore needed an anchor; and the Vi etnamWar was in full bl ast
on Thail and' s door st ep.

To the five signatories of the Bangkok Decl arati on, Sout heast Asian
nations had to hang together or hang separately. In the words of
Mal aysi a' s representative, Deputy Prine M nister and Forei gn M ni ster Tun
Abdul Razak Hussein: "It is inportant that individually and jointly we
shoul d create a deep awareness that we cannot survive for |long as
i ndependent but isol at ed peopl es unl ess we al so t hi nk and act together and
unl ess we prove by deeds that we belong to a fanm |y of Southeast Asian
nati ons bound toget her by ties of friendship and goodwi || and i nbued with



our own ideals and aspirations and determ ned to shape our own destiny."

Under the pressures of the Cold War, however, npst of Asean's initia
di pl omacy was conducted not in ornate governnment halls but at the golf
course. Its leisurely rounds were paced by | ndonesi an Foreign M nister
Adam Mal i k' s belief in "nmaking haste slowy, in order to build a new
associ ation for regional co-operation”. Good fences took tinme and
sensitivity to each other's handi caps. Nearly a decade had to pass before
Asean held its first sunmit, in Bali in 1976.

Unli ke Europe, the newly sovereign, post-colonial nenber countries
wanted the liberty to |l ook i nwards wi thout interference, either fromeach
ot her or anyone el se. Asean was getting wedded to the concept of the
nation-state, while Europe was tiring of it. And | ooseness succeeded,
per haps too wel |l .

Asean suffers no | ack of vision, as Razak testified, but its nenbers are
so |l eery of meddling in each other's donestic affairs that its rel evance
as anultilateral institution has been questioned. The urge for arnmns-

I ength neutrality has | apsed since the end of the Cold War

Asean' s proponents, however, have never been enbarrassed by the | abe
"tal k shop"; the Asean Regional Forum for exanple, is a high-profile
event in the international security cal endar. As a "debating chanber", the
Asean format still offers a quick nechanismto deal with intra-regiona
matters such as trans-boundary haze, the SARS and bird flu out breaks and
the Asian financial crisis of 1997.

But at the Fukuoka conference, organi sed by the European Conmi ssion
del egation in Japan and the Asi a- Europe Foundation, attention quickly
shifted after Severino's keynote address. Tothe journalistsinvitedto
contribute to the topic of "a new Europe, a new Asi a", Asean doesn't mnake
news, except perhaps for the controversy over Myanmar's nenbership. Its
peopl es haven't been engaged enough to i nterest the nmedia.

O course, a direct conparison with the EU can be taken too far. The
European project is a one-off, and specific to a region laid so | ow by
internal rivalry that it was ready to conproni se on national sovereignty.
Asean, said Severino, was an i nter-governmental concept. It was, and
continues to be, driven by elites, its deliberations confined to a cl osed
circle of nministers and bureaucrats. Europe, on the other hand, is far
nmore denocratic. Its | eaders evangel i sed and t he peopl e converted to the
faith - by referenduns if necessary.

That is probably the biggest difference between the two: Wthout a
popul ar mandate for concrete action, thelinmts of the Asean i nfornal
nmodel are plain to see. "Asean has to be nore legally binding for future

credibility," said Severino. "It is good at frameworks but backs away from
difficult political steps. As aresult, many initiatives stagnate."
Last October's Declaration of Asean Concord Il in Bali established the

"x+2" formula, which allows for a pioneer teamof menbers to nove ahead,
rather |ike France and Germany di d for Europe. Though even t he npbst ardent
Europhiles will admit that the EUis not for copying, the Asean Vi sion
2020, a statenent of intent rmade at the 1997 Kual a Lunpur sumit, clearly
had sonething like it in mnd

But how far theory can diverge frompracti ce was acknow edged by Berhard
Zepter, head of the EC del egation in Japan. He said that there was nore
t han one nodel of denocracy and cautioned that the depth of regiona
i ntegration depended on a willingness "to contributetoit as much as take
fromit".

That calls for harder rules in place of the Asean habit of soft
observance. Rul es require a supranational authority for conpliance and
di spute settlenent and, nore inportantly, a sharper focus on what it neans
to be part of a shared endeavour



Asean has to evol ve fromunbuttoned principles to what Severino called

"norns of behaviour” - sonething akin to Europe's definition of itself as
a "comunity of val ues".
"Norns" and "values", if they are ever to nean anythi ng nore than nice

wor ds on paper, have to be enforced by political will and a budget to
mat ch. Asean's hi gh anbition cannot yet afford anything |ike anot her
Brussels nor, toits shane, enmergency help to menbers in crisis, such as
I ndonesi a' s over East Tinor.
Until nenbers' GDP |levels rise higher, Severino's offer that "perhaps it
is tinme for a new Asean" will remain tentative.
( END)
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