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T he oxygen of Asean

[n the conflict-ridden region, the grouping has developed an ecosystem
ofthe ‘oxygen’ of peace and prosperity critical to Singapore’s existence
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Iam 72 yearsold. Like many people
my age, I dreaded getting Covid-19.
I could have died. As I investigated
more, Idiscovered that evenif
survived Covid-19, I could have still
sufferedifThad gotit because I
could have beenput on aventilator.

Ifinsufficient oxygenhad
reached my lungs, they would have
toputina tube toinject oxygen
directly to my lungs. Ugh!

Allthismade me aware of how
much we take for granted the most
essential commodity for human
life: oxygen. Itis even more vital
than water. We can go without
water for afewdays. We cannot go
without oxygen beyond afew
minutes.

Just as we take for granted oxygen
inour dailylives, Singaporeans also
take for granted the daily oxygen
provided by one of our primary
geopolitical sources of oxygen,
namely Asean.

Without Asean, Singapore could
have been putinanequivalentofa
geopolitical ventilator. Since itisso
critical to our existence, every
Singaporean should understand
how much oxygen Asean provides
tous. This oxygen comes in two
forms.

OXYGEN OF PEACE

The firstisthe oxygen of peace. Asa
region, South-east Asia was never
pre-ordained for peace. Itisby far
the most diverse region of planet
earth, with over 250 million
Muslims, 150 million Christians,
150 million Buddhists, and millions
of Confucianists, Taoists, Hindus
and even communists in the mix.
British historians accurately
describe our region as the Balkans
of Asia. Yet, when the Balkans of
Europe went to war, the Balkans of
Asiaremained peaceful.

Why? The simple answer is
Asean. Asmy co-author Jeffery Sng
andIargue in our book, The Asean
Miracle, itis truly amazing that our
traditionally conflict-riddenregion
hasdeveloped aremarkable
ecosystem of peace and prosperity.

Indeed, more than any other
regioninthe world, it deserves
the Nobel Peace Prize. But it will
not happen. The Western
ignorance of what Asean has

: achievedis stunning.

Exhibit Aisarecentissue of The

i Economist. It hasanalarmingmap

. of South-east Asia onits cover, with
: redbrush strokes about to envelop

¢ alloftheregion. The article

i correctlystatesthatintherivalry

¢ between the United States and

: China, which hasbegun, the main

. bone of contention will be

i South-eastAsia. Yet, theunderlying :
¢ assumptionofthisarticle is that

: South-eastAsians canonly be

¢ haplessvictims. They have no

i power of agency to influence their
: owndestiny.

Itistrue that Aseanisarelatively

weak organisation. Ithas none of

i therobust rules that tie together

¢ the European Union. Yet,

: paradoxically, as we have

: documented in The Asean Miracle,
i thestrength of Asean comes from

. itsweakness. Because Aseanis

i weak, everyone trustsit. Hence,

¢ under the weakumbrella of Asean,
: miracleshappen.

One recent concrete example will

¢ help clarify this point. The three

. largest and most significant

i economiesin East Asia are those of

¢ China (US$14 trillion, or about

: $$18.8 rillion), Japan (US$5 trillion)
¢ andSouth Korea (US$1.7 trillion).

If these three economies had

. tried to have trilateral meetings to
: negotiatea free trade agreement

¢ (FTA) among themselves, they

: would have failed. The room would
. have been filled with distrustand

i suspicionamong these three

i parties (Note: Asan aside,let me

¢ mention that a similar culture of

i distrust and suspicion was present
: among the five foundingmembers
! of AseanwhenIattendedits

{ meetingsinthe1970s).

Fortunately for China, Japan and

: SouthKorea, Asean proposed the

¢ Regional Comprehensive

¢ Economic Partnership (RCEP).

: Since Asean proposedit, there was
i nodistrust. After all, “weak” Asean
¢ isseenasbenignand

: non-threatening. Consequently,

: RCEP was concluded in November
i lastyear.

What was the most significant

: resultof RCEP? The answer is the

i effective creation ofan FTA among
: China, Japanand South Korea. In

¢ short,Aseanpulled off another

: miracle.

OXYGEN FOR PROSPERITY

: Thesecond oxygen Aseandelivers
i toSingapore is prosperity. Most

i Singaporeansare unaware that

: Aseanis one of the world’s

: fast-growing economic regions.

i Indeed, apart from China (whose

i economy grew 12 times from 2000
! t02019) and India (six times),

: Aseangrew at five times.

Hereis one statistic that will

¢ probably surprise many

: Singaporeans. In2000, Japan’s
: economywas eight times the size of :
: Asean. By 2019, it wasonly 1.6 times
: larger. By 2030, Asean’s economy

: willbecome larger thanJapan’s.

Whyisall this important to

Singapore? No other country in the
. world has international trade thatis

3.1timesthe size of its gross

: national product. Our open

: economyneedstobe surrounded
! byanecosystem of peace and

: prosperity. Asean provides both.

Still, Asean isimperfect. Ithas

: setbacks fromtime to time. The
: recent coup in Myanmar was a huge :
: setback. Clearly, it will be difficult
: for Aseantoreverse the coup.

: Inevitably, we will see once again
: theresurfacing of the usual

¢ schadenfreude in the Western

: mediaabout the weakness and

: ineffectiveness of Asean.

Aseanwill be condemned or

! criticised for not expelling
: Myanmar or imposing sanctionson :
: it.Since many Singaporeansare :
: prisoners of Western media

: perspectives, they too willinherit

: this Western disrespect for Asean.

: Andit would be anabsolute tragedy
: forSingaporeans to spurnthe

: oxygen theyneed so badly.

Thisis where some historical

: perspectiveisneeded. Theissueis
: notblackand white. Western

: governments condemn military

: coups when they happen far away,
: asinMyanmar. Theyaccept .
: military coupswhen theyhappenin :
: theirbackyard. For example, the

: European Union quietly accepted

: themilitary coupin Algeriain1992
: because itwashappytosee the

: preventionofthe establishment of
: anlIslamist government. It did the

: same with Egyptin 2013.

Andwhen Western governments

¢ engagedin “humanitarian

: intervention” in Libya in 2011 under
: aNato-led operation that helped to
: overthrow Muammar Gaddafi, they
: tookno responsibility for the

: humanitarian disaster that

: followedthere. Then United States

: President Barack Obama has

: admitted this. When askedin 2016

: what he considered to be his worst

: mistake during his presidency, he

: responded: “Probably failing to

: planfor the day after, what I think

: was the right thing to do, in

: interveningin Libya.”

He added subsequently that

: given the Europeans’ proximity to

: Libya, he expected them tobe more
: “investedin the follow-up”.

: Instead, the Europeans abandoned
: Libyaafter creatingamess there.

Aseanwill never abandon

Myanmar. Hence, Asean should not
¢ betroubled by Western public
: moralising on Myanmar. Indeed, it
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may be helpful, ifitis able to
: convince the Myanmar generals
i thatthe coup willnot work.

However, Asean shouldstick to

: itsownmethods of avoiding public

: moralising about coups while

i delivering strong messagesin

: private. Thisis what the Indonesian

Foreign Minister Retno Marsudi

: didwhen she met Mr Wunna

i Maung Lwin, the designated

. representative of the Myanmar

: generals.And it was good that she
: alsometrepresentatives of

i detained civilianleader AungSan
: SuuKyi.

Certainly, Asean should

i unreservedly condemn the use of
: liveammunition against peaceful
i protesters.Singapore’s Foreign
: Minister Vivian Balakrishnan was
! rightinsayingin Parliament on

Tuesday: “We strongly reiterate

i that the use oflethal weapons

: againstunarmed civiliansis

i inexcusable inall circumstances...

: We callonthe Myanmar military

i authorities to exercise utmost

¢ restraint, to desist from the use of

. lethal force, and to take immediate

: stepstode-escalate the situationin
i order to prevent further bloodshed,

violence and death.”
On Tuesday, Asean foreign

: ministersin an online meeting

i urged the Myanmar military to

. desist fromviolence and respect
. thewillofthe people.

Asean should also use this

i opportunity to send a clear message
: toboth Beijing and Washington

i thatthe grouping will be unhappy if
. either partyuses the Myanmar

: coup to embarrass the other party.

Instead of scoring points on

Myanmar, both countries should

work quietlywith Asean to slowly

: and steadily persuade the Myanmar
. generals toreverse course and go
i backtostatus quo ante.

Both sides willhave to

: compromise. Ms Suu Kyi will have
¢ togive thearmy chief, Senior

i General Min Aung Hlaing, wholed
: the coup,another five-year

: extension to his term which was

: grantedin2016. Gen Min will have
i toallow Ms Suu Kyi to goback to

: herpost as state counsellor.

If Asean did not exist, sucha

i turnaround may be almost

: impossible. With Asean, we havea
. hope that Myanmar will gradually
i returnto status quo ante,even

¢ thoughit will take time.
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