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Why Asean is

Singaporeans should be more positive about
the regional grouping, given the many
benefits it offers — not just its huge market
potential but also the less immediately
obvious ones like peace, without which
economic growth would be impossible

£

Tommy Koh

For The Straits Times

The Asean Charter prescribes that
the chairmanship of Asean shall
rotate annually, based on the
alphabetical order of the English
names of the member states.
Singapore is the chairman for
2018. What are theroles and duties

of the chairman? The first dutyis to
: oneofthebiggestfreetradeareasin
: theworld.

POLITICAL BENEFITS

: What political benefits has Asean
: brought to Singapore and :
: Singaporeans? The mostimportant |
¢ benefitis peace. Without peace,no :
i economic endeavour would have
: been possible. Without peace, the
: mindsof men and the resources of
: the Asean countries would have

i been focused on making mischief

: instead of development.

chair practically all the meetings of
Asean, ateverylevel and in every
sector. At last count, Asean holds
about 1,000 meetings a year.

The Asean Charter confers on the
Asean chairman the followingroles:

.

toactively promote and enhance
the interests and well-being of
Asean;

to ensure the centrality of Asean;
to ensure an effective and timely
response to urgent issues and
crisis situations, including
providing its good offices; and
torepresent Asean in
strengthening and promoting
closer relations with external
partners.

.

Of the 10 Asean countries, the
Singapore Government is one of
the strongest supporters of Asean.

Itis therefore disappointing to
read thatinasurvey carried out by
Blackboxrecently, the Singapore
publicrankslast in its favourable
attitude towards Asean.

Only 77 per cent of the
Singaporeans surveyed had a
favourable or very favourable view
of Asean, compared with 85 per
cent for all Asean countries.

Furthermore, 16 per cent of
Singaporeans had anunfavourable
view of Asean, as compared with 10
per cent for all Asean countries.

The purpose of this essay is to
explain the importance of Asean to
Singaporeans.

ECONOMIC BENEFITS

Asean brings enormous benefits to
Singapore and Singaporeans.

The best way to demonstrate this
is toremind Singaporeans that our
domestic market consists of 5.6
million consumers. Under the
Asean Economic Community, the
ambition is to integrate the 10
economies into a single market and
production base. This means that
our domestic marketis not 5.6
million but 628 million consumers.

The Asean economy is one of the

! fastest-growing economiesin the
: world. Itis currently the world’s

: seventh-largest economy. Itis

: predicted that,by 2030, Asean

¢ could become the fourth-largest

: economy in the world.

Aseanhas alarge and growing

middle class. Ithasarelatively
: youngpopulation.

Unlike the protectionist trend

i elsewhere, Aseanremains
i committed to free trade, regional
: integration and open economies.

Asanexample, Asean is currently

i driving the negotiation ofamega

; freetradeagreement, involving

: Aseanandsixother economies,

: called the Regional Comprehensive
: Economic Partnership (RCEP).

When concluded, RCEP will be

Without peace, Singapore’s

journey from the Third World to
: the First would have been more
: difficult, if not impossible.

For the past 50 years, Asean has

maintained the peace in South-east :
: Asia.NotwoAsean countries have
: gone to war during this period.

For this reason, Kishore

i Mahbubaniand Jeffrey Sng have

i proposed in their book, The Asean
: Miracle, that the Nobel Peace Prize
i should be awarded to Asean.

Another political benefit which

i Asean has brought to Singapore is

: thatit has been able to establish

: partnerships with 10 major

: partners which, in chronological

: order, are: Australia, New Zealand,
i Canada, Japan, the European

: Union, the United States, South

: Korea, China, Russia and India.

Because Asean isa successful

! regional organisation and because it
: hasanopenand inclusive attitude

: towardsits external stakeholders,

: theleaders ofits dialogue partners

i comeannually to meet with the

: leaders of Asean and to participate

i in Asean-led forums such as the

: Asean Plus Three (China, Japanand
i South Korea), Asean Regional

: Forumand the East Asia Summit.

Without Asean, none of the 10

: member states would be able to

i attract the leaders of the most

¢ important countries of the world to
i meetannually with them. Thereis

¢ no better illustration of the

: importance of Asean unityand

i centrality than this.

OTHER BENEFITS

Asean has brought other benefitsto :
: Singapore and Singaporeans.

Aseanis probably the most

i diverseregional organisation in the
: world. We speak different

: languages, worship different gods

: andhave different forms of

i government. However, in spite of

: our differences, we have

¢ succeeded, over time and with

: mucheffort, indeveloping a sense

: ofregional identity and solidarity.

This sense of solidarity has

i enabled Asean torespond

: promptly and effectively, to
i emergenciesand crises such asSars :
: in2003, the Indian Ocean tsunami
: in2004 and Cyclone Nargis in

: 2008.1hope Asean will find it

i possible toplay a helpful role in the
: humanitarian crisis in the Rakhine
. stateof Myanmar.

Over the past 50 years, the

i governments and peoples of Asean
: have developed a culture of

i consultation, mutual

¢ accommodationand cooperation.

This ethos is very precious

: because the region faces many
i challenges which cannot be solved

by any state alone. These
i challengesinclude climate change,
: terrorism, the trafficking of men,

womenand child, migration,

i refugees, transboundary pollution,
: conservationofbiodiversity, and

. thehealth oftheoceansandseas.
:  Inaddition toraising the standard :
. Asean-EU relations. Thisisan

: important relationshipas the EUis
i Asean’slargestinvestor and

i second-largest trading partner.

i oflivingand well-being of the

: citizensof Asean, the regional

i organisation hasalsohelped to
: enhance the social, culturaland
: humanrightsofits citizens.

The establishmentofthe Asean

: Intergovernmental Commission on
: Human Rights, the Commission on
i the Promotion and Protection of the
. Rightsof Women and Children, the

adoptionofthe Asean Human

. Rights Declaration and the Asean

¢ Convention Against Traffickingin

: Persons, Especially Women and

: Childrenareimportant milestones.
:  Thereisoneotherachievementof :
i Aseanworthnoting. Asean is :
: committed to the peaceful

i settlementof disputes. Itisalso

. enjoined by the Charter touphold

i the United Nations Charter,

: internationallaw and international
i humanitarian law.

Inother words, Asean supports

i theinternational rule of law.
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good for Singapore

. SINGAPORE'S CHAIRMANSHIP

: Singapore will have a busy year

i chairing Asean. Until August this
: year, Singapore will continue to be
i the Asean coordinator for

i Asean-Chinarelations.

After August, Singapore will be
the Asean coordinator for

The theme which Singapore has

i chosen forits chairmanship is
: Resilience and Innovation.

We want toenhance Asean’s

i collective resilience against such
¢ threats as terrorism, violent
extremism, transnational crimes,
: cybercrimesandsoon.

Wealsoneed to strengthen our

: unityandresilience in the face of
: more intense competition for

influence by the great powers.
Asean must never allow itselfto

: bedivided. Wewant Aseantobe

i moreinnovative to take advantage

. ofthe opportunities created by the

i sharingeconomy, the digital

: economy, e-commerce, e-payment,
i robotics, artificial intelligence,

: nanotechnologyand soon.

The ambition is to connect the 628

: million citizens of Asean digitally so

: that they can make cross-border

i transactions seamlessly. The

: ambition s to create an Asean

i network of smart cities. The

: ambition is to connect the hubs in

¢ various Asean countries for

¢ start-ups.

i Aseanhasbrought many benefits

: toSingapore and Singaporeans. I

i hope that, after reading this column,
i more Singaporeans will have a

¢ favourable view towards Asean.

¢ Atthehanding-over ceremony in
i Manilain November last year,

: Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong

¢ said: “Asean has built a stable, open
: and inclusive regional architecture,
¢ one that has broughtabout

: security, growth and development

: forour people.” 1agree with Foreign
: Minister Vivian Balakrishnan, who

: saidrecently that Aseanhasa

: bright future and Singapore willuse
i our chairmanship to help build that
: bright future.
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i ® Thewriter is Ambassador-at-Large
i inSingapore's Ministry of Foreign

: Affairsand a professorof law at the

: National University of Singapore.



