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Preface

In 2013, ASEAN and Japan celebrate a significant milestone, the 40th anni-
versary of the first bilateral forum on synthetic rubber in 1973, which marked 
the start of informal dialogue relations between the two sides. It is also the 
10th anniversary of the Tokyo Declaration for the Dynamic and Enduring 
ASEAN-Japan Partnership in the New Millennium, signed by the heads of 
the 10 ASEAN member countries and Japan on December 12, 2003. While 
there is certainly reason to commend this strong and enduring relationship, 
a series of developments in the region over the past decade, including the 
rise of China and India, the “return” of the United States to the region, the 
establishment of the East Asia Summit in 2005, and the evolution of regional 
institutions such as the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) and 
the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), have made it necessary to reexamine 
and redefine the strategic value of ASEAN-Japan cooperation. 

With the adoption of the 2011 Joint Declaration for Enhancing ASEAN-
Japan Strategic Partnership and the ASEAN-Japan Plan of Action 2011–2015, 
ASEAN and Japan are in the position to build a strategic partnership that 
can benefit not only ASEAN and Japan but also the wider international com-
munity in the longer term. One of the key challenges facing ASEAN-Japan 
partnership, however, is finding ways to ensure the effective implementa-
tion of these cooperation agendas. In order to fully realize the potential of 
their partnership in the decades to come, all stakeholders of ASEAN-Japan 
relations need to work together to ensure that the Plan of Action can be 
implemented speedily and effectively. In this context, there is a need for 
greater input and contribution from Track 2 processes to facilitate, and 
become part of, the implementation of the cooperative agenda in the 
ASEAN-Japan strategic partnership.

These ideas were raised during informal consultations held in Jakarta 
and Tokyo in 2010 among the late Tadashi Yamamoto (then president of 
the Japan Center for International Exchange, or JCIE), Hitoshi Tanaka 
(chairman, Institute for International Strategy, Japan Research Institute; 
JCIE senior fellow), Surin Pitsuwan (then secretary-general of ASEAN), 
Jusuf Wanandi (co-founder and vice chairman, Centre for Strategic and 



International Studies [CSIS], Indonesia), Takio Yamada (then Japan’s 
ambassador to ASEAN), and ourselves.  As a result, in mid-2012, with sup-
port from the Indonesian government and the Japan-ASEAN Integration 
Fund ( JAIF), CSIS and JCIE launched a project to study the role and 
contributions of ASEAN-Japan Partnership in promoting regional com-
munity building in Southeast Asia and East Asia as a whole, as well as in 
contributing to global governance. This project aims to encourage further 
efforts to achieve greater ASEAN integration as well as to identify a vision 
for the ASEAN-Japan relationship as we move toward 2030.

This collaborative two-phase project, funded by the JAIF, is being car-
ried out by three study groups in the first phase and two in the second 
phase, consisting of nearly three dozen experts from Japan and ASEAN 
countries. The first phase of the study explored Japan’s roles in promoting 
the integration of ASEAN and the framework of ASEAN-Japan partner-
ship in ASEAN, while the second phase will examine the ways in which 
ASEAN-Japan cooperation can contribute to the creation of an East Asian 
community and to addressing global issues. An initial preparatory meeting 
of the first phase of study was held in Bali, Indonesia, in September 2012, 
and a project workshop was organized in Tokyo in February 2013. In June 
2013, the final first-phase meeting of the co-chairs was held in Jakarta along 
with a public forum to celebrate the 40th anniversary of ASEAN-Japan 
relations. Another public forum will be held in Tokyo in November 2013. 
A summary of the phase one findings and recommendations was published 
separately in September 2013.

We would like to take this opportunity to express our sincere gratitude to 
the project supervisors, Jusuf Wanandi and Hitoshi Tanaka, for their insight 
and guidance in this process; to the co-chairs, Tham Siew Yean (professor of 
economics, Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia), Fukunari Kimura (professor 
of economics, Keio University), Carolina Hernandez (emeritus professor of 
political science, University of the Philippines), and Motoko Shuto (profes-
sor of international relations, University of Tsukuba), for their dedication to 
and leadership of the study groups; to the project managers, Clara Joewono 
(vice chair, CSIS, Indonesia) and Hideko Katsumata (executive director and 
COO, JCIE), for their very helpful input and for shepherding this project 
through its first phase so effectively; and to the invaluable contributions 
of the study group members. Thanks also to the members of CSIS and 
JCIE who have worked tirelessly to bring this project to fruition, including 
Lina Alexandra, Iis Gindarsah, Tomoko Suzuki, Ryo Sahashi, Kim Gould 
Ashizawa, Susan Hubbard, Kana Yoshioka, Maya Wedemeyer, and Kirsten 
Henning. We are also deeply grateful to the JAIF for its support of this proj-
ect. And finally, we would be remiss if we did not acknowledge the key role 
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played in the formative stages of this project by Tadashi Yamamoto, a man 
whose behind-the-scenes efforts over the past decades were instrumental 
in solidifying the bond that exists today between ASEAN and Japan, and 
whose spirit guided us throughout this process. At the recommendation 
of Dr. Surin, it has been agreed that this project will be called the “ASEAN-
Japan Yamamoto Study Project” in honor of his contributions.

On behalf of all those involved in this project, we sincerely hope that 
these findings will serve to inform the Japan-ASEAN Ministerial Meetings 
and ASEAN-Japan Commemorative Summit and help facilitate dialogue 
among relevant stakeholders—including policymakers, academics, opinion 
leaders, the media, and civil society—so that ASEAN-Japan cooperation 
will become stronger, more effective, and more productive in the decades 
to come.

Yoshihide Soeya  Rizal Sukma
Keio University, Tokyo Centre for Strategic and International 

Studies, Jakarta
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Abbreviations

AADMER ASEAN Agreement on Disaster Management and 
Emergency Response

ABF Asian Bond Fund
ABF2 Asian Bond Fund 2
ABMI Asian Bond Markets Initiative
ACCT ASEAN Convention on Counter-Terrorism
ACMW ASEAN Committee on the Implementation of the ASEAN 

Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of the 
Rights of Migrant Workers

ACTIP ASEAN Convention on Trafficking in Persons
ACW ASEAN Committee on Women
ACWC ASEAN Commission on the Promotion and Protection of 

the Rights of Women and Children
ADB Asian Development Bank
ADBI Asian Development Bank Institute
ADHR ASEAN Declaration on Human Rights
ADIC ASEAN Defence Industry Collaboration
ADMM ASEAN Defence Ministers Meeting
ADMM+8 ADMM Plus Eight
ADPC Asian Disaster Preparedness Center
ADRC Asian Disaster Reduction Center
AEC ASEAN Economic Community
AEM ASEAN economic ministers
AFTA ASEAN Free Trade Area
AHA Centre ASEAN Coordinating Centre for Humanitarian Assistance 

on disaster management
AHRDIP Automotive Human Resource Development Institute 

Project
AICHR ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights
AIF ASEAN Infrastructure Fund
AJCEP ASEAN-Japan Comprehensive Economic Partnership
AMEICC AEM-METI Economic and Industrial Cooperation 

Committee
AMRO ASEAN+3 Macroeconomic Research Office
AOTS Association for Overseas Technical Scholarship
APEC Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation
APSC ASEAN Political-Security Community
ARF ASEAN Regional Forum
ASC ASEAN Security Community
ASCC ASEAN Socio-cultural Community
ASEAN Association of Southeast Asian Nations
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ASEAN-6 original six ASEAN members
APT ASEAN Plus Three
ARF ASEAN Regional Forum
ARPDM ASEAN Regional Programme on Disaster Management
ATM ASEAN Transport Ministers Meeting
ATM+Japan ASEAN-Japan Transport Ministers Meeting
AUN ASEAN University Network
Bali Concord II Declaration of ASEAN Concord II
Bali Declaration Joint Declaration for Enhancing ASEAN-Japan Strategic 

Partnership for Prospering Together
BEBC BIMP-EAGA Business Council
BIMP-EAGA Brunei-Indonesia-Malaysia-Philippines East ASEAN 

Growth Area
CEPT Common Effective Preferential Tariff
CLV Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam
CLMV Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, Vietnam
CMI Chiang Mai Initiative
CMIM Chiang Mai Initiative Multilateralization
CSCAP Council for Security Cooperation in the Asia Pacific
CSO civil society organization
CSR corporate social responsibility
CTF-151 Combined Task Force 151 
DiREx Disaster Relief Exercises
DRR disaster risk reduction
DSRV Deep Submergence Rescue Vehicle
EAS East Asia Summit
ECOSOC Economic and Social Council
EEZ exclusive economic zone
EPG Eminent Persons Group
ERIA Economic Research Institute for ASEAN and East Asia
F/M ratio female-to-male ratio
FDI foreign direct investment
FORUM-ASIA Asian Forum for Human Rights and Development
FTA free trade agreement
GAM Gerakan Aceh Merdeka (Free Aceh Movement)
GDP gross domestic product
GHI Global Hunger Index
GMS Greater Mekong Subregion
HACGA Heads of Asian Coast Guard Agencies
HACGAM HACGA Meeting
HADR humanitarian assistance and disaster relief
HDI Human Development Index
HRD human resource development
IAI Initiative for ASEAN Integration
ICC International Coordination Committee



ICESCR International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights

ICJ International Court of Justice
ICT information and communications technology
ILO International Labour Organization
IMB International Maritime Bureau
IMF International Monetary Fund
IMO International Maritime Organization
IMT-GT Indonesia-Malaysia-Thailand Growth Triangle
IOM International Organization for Migration
IPD Institute for Peace and Democracy
IPR international property right
ISO International Organization for Standardization
ISPS Code  International Ship and Port Facility Security Code
IT information technology
ITLOS International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea
J-SEAM Japan-Southeast Asian Meeting for South-South 

Cooperation
JAIF Japan-ASEAN Integration Fund
JARCOM JICA-ASEAN Regional Cooperation Meeting
JBIC Japan Bank for International Cooperation
JETRO Japan External Trade Organization
JICA Japan International Cooperation Agency
JMSDF Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force
JODC Japan Overseas Development Corporation
JTEPA Japan-Thailand Economic Partnership Agreement
LDP Liberal Democratic Party
MAAS Multilateral Agreement on Air Services
MAFLAFS Multilateral Agreement on the Full Liberalization of Air 

Freight Services
MAFLPAS Multilateral Agreement on the Full Liberalization of 

Passenger Air Services
MCH maternal and child health
MDG Millennium Development Goal
MEH Marine Electronic Highway
METI Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry
MILF Moro Islamic Liberation Front
MMEA Malaysian Maritime Enforcement Agency 
MNC multinational corporation
MOFA Ministry of Foreign Affairs
MOU memorandum of understanding
MPAC Master Plan on ASEAN Connectivity
MRA mutual recognition agreement
MSP Malacca Strait Patrols
MTR midterm review
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NGO nongovernmental organization
NHRI National Human Rights Institutions
NSM new social movement
NSW national single window
NTB non-tariff barrier
NTM non-tariff measure
NTP-PR National Targeted Programme for Poverty Reduction
OECD Organisation of Economic Co-operation and Development
OECF Overseas Economic Cooperation Fund
ODA official development assistance
OOF other official flows
OTOP one tambon one product
OVOP one village one product
Paris Peace Conference on Peace in Cambodia
   Conference
Paris Agreements Agreements on a Comprehensive Political Settlement of 

the Cambodia Conflict
PAC performance analysis controls
PKO peacekeeping operation
PKO Act Act on Cooperation for United Nations Peacekeeping 

Operations and Other Operations
PL precautionary line
POA Plan of Action
PPP public-private partnership
R&D research and development
R2I responsibility to implement
RAPPS ASEAN-Japan Regional Action Plan on Port Security
RCEP Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership
ReCAAP Regional Cooperation Agreement on Combating Piracy 

and Armed Robbery against Ships in Asia
RFA regional financial arrangement
RMSI Regional Maritime Security Initiative
RMU regional monetary unit
ROO rules of origin
RoRo roll on/roll off
SAR search and rescue
SDF Self-Defense Force
SEANWFZ Southeast Asia Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone
SEED-NET Southeast Asia Engineering Education Network
SF stability facility
SLOCs sea lines of communication
SMCE small and medium-sized cultural enterprises
SME small and medium enterprise
SOM Senior Officials Meeting
SOM-ED ASEAN Senior Officials Meeting on Education 
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SOMHD ASEAN Senior Officials’ Meeting on Health Development
SOMRPDE ASEAN Senior Officials Meeting on Rural Development 

and Poverty Eradication
SSC South-South cooperation
SSS short sea shipping
STOM+Japan ASEAN-Japan Senior Transport Officials Meeting
TCG Tripartite Core Group
TCTP Third Country Training Programme
TCTP Meeting Regional Meeting for Mutual Consultation on the Third 

Country Training Programme 
Tokyo Declaration Tokyo Declaration for the Dynamic and Enduring Japan-

ASEAN Partnership in the New Millennium
TPM total productive maintenance
UFJ US Forces Japan
UN United Nations
UNCLOS United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea
UNDP United Nations Development Programme
UNESCAP United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia 

and the Pacific
UNESCO UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
UNHRC United Nations Human Rights Council
UNHRD United Nations Humanitarian Response Depot 
UNTAC United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia
WTO World Trade Organization





Recommendations of the  
Study Group on ASEAN-Japan 

Strategic Partnership in  
ASEAN Community Building

Rizal Sukma and  Yoshihide Soeya

The relationship between the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) and Japan has stood the test of time. The institutionaliza-
tion of ASEAN-Japan relations started in 1973, through the establishment 
of informal dialogue relations. In 1977, that relationship was formalized 
with the establishment of the ASEAN-Japan Forum. Since then, ASEAN 
has benefited significantly from its cooperation with Japan. Japan has been 
the most important contributor to ASEAN’s economic development and 
prosperity over the past four decades, which in turn has contributed to the 
creation of a stable Southeast Asia. For its part, Japan has also benefited from 
closer cooperation with ASEAN. ASEAN, through its collective efforts, 
has contributed to the creation of prosperity and stability in the region, 
benefiting ASEAN, Japan, and indeed the world. A stable and prosperous 
Southeast Asia has provided a conducive environment for Japan to fulfill 
its national objectives and play a positive international role.

At the beginning of the 21st century, that relationship had begun to con-
solidate even further. The ASEAN-Japan Commemorative Summit, which 
took place in December 2003 in Tokyo, was an important milestone in that 
regard. The summit adopted the Tokyo Declaration for the Dynamic and 
Enduring Japan-ASEAN Partnership in the New Millennium, providing the 
basis for future cooperation encompassing economic, political, and security 
areas. Leaders of ASEAN and Japan have also repeatedly emphasized their 

This project was made possible thanks to the generous support of the 
Japan-ASEAN Integration Fund (JAIF).

1
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optimism that ASEAN-Japan cooperation would continue to thrive and 
expand and that the relationship would continue to be strong. Indeed, it is 
not an exaggeration to say that ASEAN’s relationship with Japan has been 
the closest and deepest of ASEAN’s external relations with any regional or 
global partner.

The region, however, is changing rapidly, bringing about new challenges 
and opportunities that require both ASEAN and Japan to continually 
nurture their relationship and adapt to new circumstances. Particularly in 
the past decade, there have been dramatic changes that have ushered in a 
new geoeconomic and geopolitical context for ASEAN-Japan relations. 
ASEAN itself is rapidly approaching the completion of the first phase of its 
community-building project at the end of 2015. In this regard, the important 
task facing Japan and the ASEAN member states now is how to bring the 
cooperative relationship to a new level, where it is able to meet the chal-
lenges of the new emerging regional order in East Asia and beyond. More 
importantly, changes in both the needs and priorities of ASEAN member 
states and Japan, as a result of the changing economic and political-security 
environment in East Asia, necessitate that both sides forge a greater con-
vergence of interests, institutionalize a more comprehensive agenda for 
cooperation, and find greater synergy in implementing that agenda. In the 
post-2015 period, ASEAN and Japan will need to forge a strategic partner-
ship for democracy, peace, and prosperity in the region.

In order to generate fresh ideas on how ASEAN-Japan strategic partner-
ship could be expanded and deepened into the coming decades, a group of 
scholars from ASEAN member states and Japan undertook a comprehen-
sive study on ASEAN-Japan Strategic Partnership in ASEAN Community 
Building. This study, which lasted from September 2012 to July 2013, is part 
of a larger study supported by the Japan-ASEAN Integration Fund ( JAIF) 
that looks into the central theme of how ASEAN-Japan strategic partnership 
can strengthen the ASEAN Community–building process, contribute to 
the efforts of forging peace and prosperity in East Asia, and participate in 
the improvement of global governance. This current report, Beyond 2015: 
ASEAN-Japan Strategic Partnership for Democracy, Peace, and Prosperity 
in Southeast Asia, constitutes the first of two reports that the study group 
intends to produce.

In this first report, the study group focuses on how ASEAN-Japan 
strategic partnership can strengthen the ASEAN Community–building 
process in the post-2015 period. It covers ASEAN-Japan cooperation on 
the three pillars of the ASEAN Community: the ASEAN Political-Security 
Community (APSC), the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC), and the 
ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community (ASCC). This study recognizes that 
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ASEAN and Japan need new ways to enhance their partnership in order to 
facilitate the process of community building in ASEAN. ASEAN member 
states also strongly recognize that Japan’s positive and active engagement 
is necessary and crucial in order to ensure the emergence of a rules-based 
regional order in East Asia, of which ASEAN and Japan are integral parts. 
That recognition is based on what ASEAN-Japan partnership has already 
accomplished over the last four decades.

W h a t  H a s  B e e n  A c c o m p l i s h e d  S o  Fa r ?

In the postwar era, Japan’s relationship with Southeast Asian countries 
began to improve rapidly with the adoption of the Fukuda Doctrine in 
1977, pledging that Japan (a) would never become a military power and 
on that basis would contribute to the peace and prosperity of Southeast 
Asia, (b) would build a “heart-to-heart” relationship of mutual confi-
dence and trust with Southeast Asian countries, and (c) would endeavor 
to build a bridge between ASEAN countries and Indochinese states 
and, by doing so, contribute to the integration of the entire Southeast 
Asian region. Essentially, the Fukuda Doctrine not only reflected 
Japan’s commitment to play a positive role in fostering stability and 
prosperity in Southeast Asia but also marked the beginning of a more 
comprehensive approach in Japan’s policy toward the region. Indeed, 
since the enunciation of the Fukuda Doctrine, ASEAN-Japan relations 
have stood the challenge of time.

ASEAN-Japan cooperation in the first four decades of the relationship 
primarily focused on the paramount importance of economic development 
for countries in the region and on building a deep sense of trust and friend-
ship between Japan and Southeast Asian countries. Japan has consistently 
served as one of the largest sources of foreign direct investment (FDI) in 
Southeast Asia. As the largest provider of official development assistance 
(ODA), Japan has also contributed to human resources and technological 
development in almost all ASEAN countries, leading to the acceleration 
of national development and economic growth in these countries. Peace 
and reconciliation between the founding members of ASEAN and the 
Indochinese states have now become a reality with all 10 Southeast Asian 
countries becoming members of ASEAN, while Japan continues to play 
an important role in bridging the development gap between the original 
and newer members.

Japan’s ODA helped ASEAN countries expand and improve their eco-
nomic infrastructures, creating the conditions that attracted investments 
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from Japan and elsewhere. Japanese investment, especially in the manufac-
turing sector, helped ASEAN countries embark on industrialization and 
start developing their own manufacturing sectors. Japanese investment, 
especially from Japanese multinational corporations, has also facilitated 
technology transfers to ASEAN member states. As a result of rapid eco-
nomic development in Southeast Asian countries, trade relations between 
Japan and ASEAN countries grew rapidly. By 2002, ASEAN-Japan trade 
volume had reached us$106.9 billion, up from only US$15.7 billion in 1977.

The economic ties between ASEAN and Japan extend far beyond the 
private sector–led initiatives that are commercially driven. ASEAN-Japan 
economic cooperation found a greater impetus and became more com-
prehensive with the signing of the Tokyo Declaration for the Dynamic 
and Enduring Japan-ASEAN Partnership in the New Millennium and 
the adoption of the Japan-ASEAN Plan of Action (POA) in December 
2003. Under this agreement, more than 20 sectoral bodies have been 
established, overseeing a broad range of areas of cooperation and sup-
port. Japan’s ODA has also contributed toward community building in 
ASEAN through its assistance programs for the newer ASEAN member 
states (Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, and Vietnam, known collectively 
as CLMV). The subsequent POA for 2011–2015 provided the basis for 
ASEAN-Japan cooperation in enhancing ASEAN-Japan connectivity 
to consolidate ties between the two sides. It initiated 21 wide-ranging 
economic cooperation programs, demonstrating the multipronged ap-
proach used to enhance the depth of economic cooperation between 
ASEAN and Japan. By 2012, the volume of trade between ASEAN and 
Japan had reached US$255.9 billion.

Decades of productive economic cooperation between ASEAN and 
Japan have contributed to the creation of trust between the two sides. 
ASEAN and Japan have managed to put the problem of history behind 
them and move toward the future. For Japan, its role in the economic 
transformations in Southeast Asian countries helped facilitate the 
construction of regional perceptions of Japan as a positive force in the 
region. Japan has also played an important political-security role in 
building peace and stability in the region in five basic ways. First, Japan 
has consistently pursued a policy that imposed constraints on the use 
of force and worked within the US-Japan security alliance as the foun-
dation of regional stability. Second, Japan has been a strong supporter 
of ASEAN integration and ASEAN as an institution. Third, Japan’s 
political and security role has been manifested positively in its role in 
peacemaking and in post-conflict peacebuilding efforts in the region, 
particularly in Cambodia, Timor Leste, and Mindanao. Fourth, Japan’s 
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political-security role has also been expressed in its commitment and 
efforts to address nontraditional security threats through a human se-
curity approach. Fifth, Japan has been favorable to, and an instrumental 
participant in, the expansion of ASEAN-driven multilateralism in East 
Asia, which also includes China and South Korea. 

As ASEAN-Japan cooperation has moved into the 21st century, the re-
lationship is no longer confined to economic cooperation alone but now 
includes long-overdue political and security cooperation as well. ASEAN 
and Japan have worked closely in ensuring maritime security and safety 
in such areas as the Malacca Straits, in stepping up their efforts to combat 
transnational crime, in addressing threats to health such as the growing 
threat of infectious diseases, in coordinating their efforts to strengthen 
capacity in disaster response and management, and in addressing global 
issues such as energy security, climate change, and food crises. Defense 
exchanges and cooperation between ASEAN and Japan have also begun to 
intensify, creating an atmosphere of trust and confidence among the armed 
forces of both sides.

The centrality of economic cooperation and the gradual emphasis on 
political-security cooperation does not mean the absence of socio-cultural 
elements in the ASEAN-Japan relationship. In fact, social and cultural co-
operation between the two sides has increased mutual understanding and 
formed a strong foundation of mutual respect and appreciation. Cultural 
and people-to-people exchanges—covering youth, civil society activists, 
media, academics, and artists—have been a regular feature in ASEAN-Japan 
relations since the 1970s. In addition to fostering greater understanding of 
each other, close and regular interactions among people have also cemented 
amicable feelings toward each other, creating a sense of togetherness and 
friendship between the peoples of ASEAN and Japan.

Indeed, much has been accomplished by ASEAN and Japan over the last 
four decades. However, despite the fact that Japan has been a consistent part-
ner of ASEAN for decades, complacency is not an option. ASEAN-Japan 
partnership must never be taken for granted. Both ASEAN and Japan are 
responsible for ensuring that their partnership remains sustainable, deep 
rooted, enduring, and everlasting. The future of ASEAN-Japan cooperation 
and their strategic partnership need to be nurtured, especially within the 
rapidly changing environment in East Asia. If ASEAN and Japan want to 
manage geoeconomic and geopolitical changes in the region, the strategic 
significance of their partnership needs to be reinvigorated and consolidated 
well into the coming decade and beyond. 
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Th e  I m p e r a t i v e  o f  a  P o s t - 2 0 15  Pa r t n e r s h i p : 
A  C o m m o n  A g e n d a  f o r  t h e  F u t u r e

The foundation for ASEAN-Japan strategic partnership in the 21st century 
was strongly anchored first in the Tokyo Declaration for the Dynamic 
and Enduring Japan-ASEAN Partnership in the New Millennium (2003) 
and later in the Joint Declaration for Enhancing ASEAN-Japan Strategic 
Partnership for Prospering Together, commonly referred to as the Bali 
Declaration (2011). The fulfillment of those commitments has been trans-
lated into a set of cooperative programs contained in the POA 2005–2010 
and the POA 2011–2015. The implementation of the two action plans has 
undoubtedly brought ASEAN and Japan closer. Facilitating the attain-
ment of the ASEAN Community by 2015 has been the central element of 
ASEAN-Japan strategic partnership in the first decade of the 21st century. 

Now, as the 2015 deadline is fast approaching, it is imperative that ASEAN 
and Japan start preparing the platform for the next phase in their strategic 
partnership. In this regard, the ASEAN-Japan strategic partnership should 
continue to be guided by the ASEAN Community’s ultimate goal of becom-
ing a people-centered organization that ensures “durable peace, stability, and 
shared prosperity in the region.”1 The relationship between ASEAN and 
Japan is solid enough that they can capitalize on their converging interests 
and past achievements in deepening cooperation. Yet, the complexity of 
the challenges they will face over the next 15 years requires both sides to 
reinvigorate their cooperation by giving it more focus, strengthening their 
resolve, and sharpening the ultimate goal of their strategic partnership with-
out losing sight of the imperative for comprehensiveness. ASEAN and Japan 
should gear their cooperation toward transforming their relationship into 
a partnership for democracy, peace, and prosperity. For that purpose, the 
study group proposes the agendas for future cooperation between ASEAN 
and Japan outlined in the chapters in this volume.

Th e  R e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  I m p l e m e n t

Implementation constitutes one of the most difficult challenges in 
translating ideas and plans into reality. ASEAN-Japan cooperation, al-
beit framed within a strategic partnership, faces the same challenge. It 
is imperative that ASEAN and Japan adopt a principle of what could be 
called the “responsibility to implement” (R2I). In the context of promot-
ing the ASEAN-Japan Strategic Partnership for Democracy, Peace, and 
Prosperity beyond the political will of leaders in ASEAN and Japan, the 
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successful application of the R2I principle requires a focus on capacity 
building, institutions, and strategies. Without concerted efforts to develop 
the capacity to implement, ASEAN-Japan cooperation will only evolve 
slowly. ASEAN-Japan cooperation will not grow unless both sides agree 
to strengthen institutions needed not only to implement a cooperative 
agenda but also to sustain and nurture that cooperation. Such institutions 
are needed at both the Track 1 and Track 2 levels. Finally, ASEAN-Japan 
strategic partnership in the post-2015 era also requires a strategy to guide 
the implementation process.

The Imperative of Capacity Building

The successful implementation of cooperative agendas within the ASEAN-
Japan strategic partnership will depend on the capacity of all parties to 
translate plans into action. In this regard, ASEAN and Japan should work 
together in the following areas:

1. Strengthen the capacity of the ASEAN Secretariat to monitor and assess 
progress in the implementation of the ASEAN-Japan strategic partner-
ship’s POAs. This capacity-building program should be part of broader 
ASEAN-Japan cooperation to strengthen the capacity of the ASEAN 
Secretariat as a whole. 

2. Provide adequate resources to support the work of the JAIF Management 
Team at the ASEAN Secretariat in order to enhance its capacity to man-
age programs and activities that facilitate ASEAN integration.

3. Provide training to various line-ministries in ASEAN member states re-
sponsible for implementing ASEAN-Japan agreements in various areas, 
especially in priority areas proposed by the Study Group on ASEAN-
Japan Strategic Partnership contained in this report.

4. Enhance the capacity of universities and think tanks in the region, and 
especially in ASEAN member states, to conduct policy-oriented research 
and studies so that ASEAN and Japan can draw more independent, 
evidence-based lessons on how to promote and strengthen ASEAN-Japan 
strategic partnership. 

Institutional Arrangements

The ASEAN-Japan strategic partnership will not live up to its potential un-
less solid institutional arrangements are put in place. In this regard, ASEAN 
and Japan should consider the following measures:
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1. Create a new policy research institute for ASEAN-Japan strategic partner-
ship. The institute, along with ERIA, should aim to promote implemen-
tation of these recommendations regarding ASEAN-Japan cooperation 
beyond 2015 by further investigating concrete action plans and facilitating 
intellectual exchange.

2. Upgrade the existing institutional frameworks of cooperation. For 
example, ASEAN-Japan vice-minister of defense meetings should 
be upgraded to a full minister of defense meeting. It is also time for 
ASEAN and Japan to convene a “2+2” meeting, facilitating closer 
coordination between ministers of foreign affairs and ministers 
of defense.

3. The ASEAN-Japan Forum should be revitalized so that it can better serve 
as a venue for exchanging views, generating new ideas, and providing 
assessments on the progress of cooperation between ASEAN and Japan.

4. ASEAN and Japan should facilitate greater interaction, cooperation, and 
dialogue among Track 2 and Track 3 stakeholders of the partnership on 
a regular basis. 

A Strategy for Cooperation in the 21st Century

The implementation of ASEAN-Japan strategic partnership requires a com-
mon strategy that serves the shared objectives of both sides.

1. ASEAN-Japan strategic partnership is no longer a one-way relationship 
but one that is characterized by a truly equal partnership. This means 
that the two sides should share not only a common agenda but more 
importantly common principles of a regional order today and in the 
future. These principles should include the following:
(a) bottom-up, people-centered approaches to issues and challenges in 

the promotion of democracy, peace, and prosperity
(b) a rules-based regional order, particularly in the domain of maritime 

security, sustained by the principle of non-use of force as a means of 
settling disputes

(c) principles of internationalism and open regionalism in promoting co-
operation among the governments, not only in the areas of economic and 
socio-cultural integration but also in political and security cooperation 

(d) recognition of the increasing importance of a new type of PPP, based 
upon people-centered, rules-based, and internationalist principles

2.  ASEAN-Japan strategic partnership is no longer confined to government-
to-government cooperation but also involves broader stakeholders. In 
this regard, specific attention should be given to enhancing the following:
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(a) interaction between parliaments of ASEAN member states and Japan
(b) participation of CSOs and NGOs in promoting ASEAN-Japan 

cooperation
(c) an active role for the media in building awareness and mutual under-

standing between ASEAN and Japan 
(d) dialogue and cooperation between academia and think tanks 

❖   ❖   ❖

The ASEAN-Japan relationship has made great strides toward nurturing 
a truly equal partnership since the establishment of the ASEAN-Japan 
forum on synthetic rubber in 1973. During the last four decades, Japan 
has contributed to the regional integration of Southeast Asia primarily 
through economic means, which in turn has facilitated social and political 
stability in many ASEAN countries. During much of this time, if not 
recently, Japan has shied away somewhat from playing explicit political 
and security roles, although Tokyo has been claiming, quite rightly, that 
political democratization in Asia should ensue from economic develop- should ensue from economic develop- ensue from economic develop-develop-
ment and social stability.

Today, the regional and global parameters affecting democracy, peace, 
and prosperity are undergoing historic and fundamental changes.  ASEAN 
and Japan have the joint responsibility to steer this uncertain process of 
transformation in order to realize a more democratic, more peaceful, and 
more prosperous region. This should require bold, new thinking and action, 
such as the ideas suggested in this report. At this critical juncture of the 40th 
anniversary of ASEAN-Japan cooperation, the responsibility to implement 
is greater than ever.

N o t e

1. Declaration of ASEAN Concord II (Bali Concord II), Bali, Indonesia, October 7, 2003, 
http://www.asean.org/news/item/declaration-of-asean-concord-ii-bali-concord-ii.
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ASEAN-Japan Strategic Partnership in 
Southeast Asia: Economic Pillar

Siew Yean Tham and Fukunari Kimura

An ASEAN Community, structured on the three pillars of economic 
integration, political and security cooperation, and socio-cultural cohe-
sion, was envisioned in 2003. Subsequently, the blueprint for an ASEAN 
Economic Community (AEC) was adopted in 2007, and a deadline of 
2015 was set for building that community. The AEC Blueprint is aimed at 
transforming ASEAN into a single market and production base, which is 
at the same time highly competitive, with equitable economic develop-
ment, and fully integrated into the global economy. These ambitious goals 
are to be attained through the free flow of goods, services, foreign direct 
investment (FDI), and skilled labor and a freer flow of capital. In order to 
achieve these goals, the AEC Blueprint sets out milestones that are to be 
achieved over four sub-periods of the plan, namely 2008–2009, 2010–2011, 
2012–2013, and 2014–2015. 

Many believe that Japan can play an important role in helping ASEAN 
achieve those milestones. The strong economic ties between ASEAN 
and Japan are often viewed in terms of the robust trade and investment 
links that exist, especially between the original six ASEAN members 
(ASEAN-6) and Japan. Japanese direct investments in the region have 
contributed to linking ASEAN economies with the production net-
works that span the region. Technology transfers to ASEAN member 
states have been facilitated through technology spillovers from Japanese 
multinational corporations (MNCs) operating in ASEAN. Moreover, 
the drive to attract these MNCs to ASEAN has led to greater efforts to 
improve the business environment and infrastructure of the host econo-
mies in the region. All these in turn have contributed to the economic 
growth of the ASEAN member countries.

2
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However, the economic ties between ASEAN and Japan extend far be-
yond these private sector–led initiatives that are commercially driven. As 
the first dialogue partner for ASEAN, Japan has been and continues to be an 
important partner in the development of ASEAN. For example, more than 
20 sectoral bodies have been established under the economic pillar of the 
ASEAN-Japan strategic partnership, overseeing a broad range of coopera-
tion and support.1 Apart from this, Japan’s official development assistance 
(ODA) program has also contributed to community building in ASEAN 
through its support for the newer members, Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, 
and Vietnam (CLMV). In addition,  “Japan’s Vision for Supporting ASEAN 
Connectivity,” announced in 2011, included two subsidiary visions, the 
“Formation of the Vital Artery for East-West and Southern Economic 
Corridor” and the “Maritime Economic Corridor,” through which Japan 
has been helping enhance the connectivity of ASEAN by developing ports, 
infrastructure, and transportation networks. The unwavering support of 
Japan for ASEAN, even when Japan was faced with the devastating effects 
of the tsunami in 2011, indicates the strength of the existing ties between 
Japan and ASEAN.

It seems appropriate, as the deadline for the AEC draws close, to examine 
the achievements of the AEC to date and the state of ASEAN-Japan eco-
nomic cooperation in order to shift gears and move the existing relationship 
to a deeper level that would at the same time facilitate greater economic 
integration in ASEAN, enhanced ASEAN-Japan cooperation, and the ex-
pansion of ASEAN’s economic ties with other countries in Asia Pacific. In 
particular, this chapter seeks to suggest new directions in ASEAN-Japan 
economic relations based on an examination of ASEAN’s achievements in 
economic integration thus far and its challenges moving forward. 

A S E A N  E c o n o m i c  C o m m u n i t y

Several reviews of the progress of the AEC have been conducted as the 
deadline for this achievement looms ahead. An ASEAN scorecard system 
was developed to ascertain ASEAN member states’ compliance with the 
AEC Blueprint.2 But the scorecard only indicates whether or not a country 
has initiated policies to implement the AEC Blueprint measures. Hence, 
while an absence of policies initiated can be taken to imply little progress, 
the converse may not hold as the scorecard does not examine the actual 
status of implementation of each measure. A midterm review (MTR) of the 
implementation of the AEC Blueprint was also conducted by the Economic 
Research Institute for ASEAN and East Asia (ERIA). The section below 
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draws extensively on the comprehensive assessment by ERIA in its MTR 
to summarize the achievements of the AEC thus far and the challenges it 
faces in meeting the 2015 deadline and moving beyond 2015.3 

Key Achievements of the AEC 

The reduction in tariffs scheduled under the ASEAN Free Trade Area 
(AFTA) has led to almost zero average Common Effective Preferential 
Tariff (CEPT) rates in ASEAN-6, while the CLMV countries had achieved 
an average CEPT rate of 2.6 percent by 2010. This in turn has increased the 
margin of preference for ASEAN imports among member states, and the 
share of intra-ASEAN trade increased from around 20 percent in 1993 to 
25 percent in 2011. 

Given the important role played by trade facilitation, the installation of 
national single windows (NSWs) in five ASEAN member states (Indonesia, 
Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand) has helped facilitate 
a freer flow of goods in ASEAN. Brunei and Vietnam are also moving to-
ward live implementation of their NSWs by 2015. According to the MTR, 
feedback from the private sector indicates an improvement in the customs 
performance of several ASEAN member states in 2009–2011. A contribu-
tory factor to the improved performance is the evolution of more liberal 
and business-friendly rules of origin (ROO) in ASEAN that has improved 
the ease of getting certificates of origin, which are needed to access the 
AFTA rates.

In terms of investment liberalization and facilitation, three ASEAN 
member states have liberalized rates of at least 90 percent, five have achieved 
around 85 percent to 89 percent, while the remaining two have investment 
liberalization rates of around 80 percent. This, however, pertains only to the 
goods sector,4 as this was the focus of the ASEAN investment agreements.

Investment facilitation and promotion in the ASEAN-5 (Indonesia, 
Malaysia, the Philippines, Thailand, and Singapore) are near international 
best practices, while the other member states need to improve on this 
measure. The MTR’s survey on the private sector’s views also indicates 
an improvement in the investment facilitation and climate for the CLMV 
countries and Malaysia. 

Air liberalization in ASEAN has facilitated greater air travel. The two main 
agreements enabling air liberalization are the Multilateral Agreement on the 
Full Liberalization of Air Freight Services (MAFLAFS) and the Multilateral 
Agreement on Air Services (MAAS). The former has already entered into 
force in nine ASEAN member states, while the latter has been ratified by 
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eight. The Multilateral Agreement on the Full Liberalization of Passenger 
Air Services (MAFLPAS) was concluded in 2010 and has been ratified and 
entered into force by five member states.

ASEAN’s integration with East Asia has further deepened with the 
conclusion of five ASEAN+1 FTAs, covering all original 16 members 
of the East Asia Summit.5 Although all these agreements have different 
coverage and depth of commitments, they nevertheless lead to an ex-
tended coverage of ASEAN’s commitments with East Asia. The Regional 
Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) currently under nego-
tiation will also serve to unify ASEAN’s approach and centrality in its 
integration with East Asia.

Finally, there are other achievements that also signify increasing co-
operation efforts within ASEAN and with its East Asian partners in some 
of the FTAs. For example, efforts to facilitate mutual recognition agree-
ments (MRAs) on engineers and architects will facilitate the movement 
of skilled workers. Other noteworthy cooperation efforts within ASEAN 
include information and communications technology (ICT) and energy. 
In East Asia, the Chiang Mai Initiative (CMI) is a significant example 
of cooperation with ASEAN’s Plus Three partners ( Japan, China, and 
South Korea). 

Remaining Challenges

The remaining challenges can be divided into two types, the first being 
outstanding measures in the AEC Blueprint that need to be fully or nearly 
fully implemented by the AEC deadline of 2015. These have been termed 
priority measures for 2015. The second are the AEC measures that are meant 
to be fully implemented after 2015.

Several priority policy measures have been identified for 2015. These 
are tariffs and non-tariff measures (NTMs), trade facilitation, services 
liberalization, investment liberalization, investment facilitation, transport 
facilitation, small and medium enterprise (SME) development, the Initiative 
for ASEAN Integration (IAI), and the RCEP. 

The rationales for these priority policy measures are as follows. A 
prevalence of NTMs will negate a free flow of goods, and it is therefore 
imperative to accelerate efforts to reduce these NTMs. Closing the gap in 
progress toward the installation of the NSWs and enhancing the effective-
ness in the implementation of NSWs in Brunei, Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam, 
and Myanmar is essential for ASEAN to exploit the complementarities 
and synergies between liberalization and facilitation.6 Similarly, services 
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liberalization and domestic reforms are necessary due to its lax implemen-
tation despite its relatively unambitious liberalization goals.7 Investment 
liberalization and facilitation need to minimize temporary exclusion and 
sensitive lists as well as provide better research and disclosure of investment 
impediments.8 Likewise, accelerating connectivity and transport facilitation 
will need improved funding as well as better coordination.9 Apart from the 
above measures that are the central and foundational elements of the AEC, 
enhancing the IAI and SME development are initiatives that can promote 
more equitable growth, which is necessary for a more cohesive ASEAN. 
Concluding the RCEP will enable ASEAN to benefit more from its links 
with the rest of East Asia.

The MTR therefore recommended several policy actions as the way 
forward toward 2015. These are to (1) address the non-tariff barrier effects 
of NTMs more effectively; (2) deliver better on trade, investment, and 
transport facilitation; (3) forge ahead on services and investment liberal-
ization; (4) enhance the AEC Blueprint’s third pillar on more equitable 
development; (5) finish RCEP negotiations; (6) develop “success stories” 
in other AEC measures; and (7) address institutional issues and manage 
regulatory reform in ASEAN. 

Moving beyond 2015, several priority policy actions were recom-
mended by the MTR. These include actions dealing with standards and 
conformance, capital market development and financial market integra-
tion, MRAs on professional services and labor mobility, ICT, energy, 
intellectual property rights (IPRs), competition policy, agriculture, and 
others such as consumer protection and taxation. The promotion of a 
freer flow of goods and services through common standardization and 
certification policies as well as a freer flow of capital and labor require 
ASEAN member states to address many technical, macroprudential (deal-
ing with systemic risks), and regulatory challenges. In addition, adequate 
infrastructure has to be in place to facilitate deeper connectivity through 
ICT and energy policy actions. Furthermore, second-generation reforms 
are required for IPRs, competition policy, and consumer protection, while 
agriculture policy actions have to address climate change, sanitary and 
phytosanitary conditions, and other areas of cooperation. Addressing the 
above challenges will enable ASEAN to achieve the 2030 vision of a rich, 
resilient, competitive, and harmonious ASEAN by 2030, as suggested in 
the ASEAN 2030 document published by the Asian Development Bank 
Institute (ADBI).10 
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A S E A N - J a pa n  E c o n o m i c  C o o p e r a t i o n

As indicated above, there are many forms of cooperation between ASEAN 
and Japan. This section focuses only on key government-to-government 
initiatives thus far.

Goals and Status

In 2003, the Tokyo Declaration for the Dynamic and Enduring Japan-
ASEAN Partnership in the New Millennium (Tokyo Declaration) was 
signed at the Japan-ASEAN Commemorative Summit to mark 30 years of 
this relationship and its contributions to peace, stability, and prosperity in 
the region. In this declaration, seven common strategies for action were 
highlighted: (1) reinforcing comprehensive economic partnership and 
monetary and financial cooperation; (2) consolidating the foundation for 
economic development and prosperity; (3) strengthening political and se-
curity cooperation and partnership; (4) facilitating and promoting exchange 
of people and human resource development; (5) enhancing cooperation in 
culture and public relations; (6) deepening East Asian cooperation for an 
East Asian community; and (7) cooperating to address global issues. The 
goal of these strategies is to continue deepening and broadening cooperation 
within the Japan-ASEAN strategic partnership, in order to ensure peace, 
stability, and prosperity in the region. 

Two plans of action were adopted as guides for strengthening ASEAN-Japan 
relations. These are the Japan-ASEAN Plan of Action (2003) for 2004–2011 
and the ASEAN-Japan Plan of Action 2011–2015. In the case of the former, 
three key areas of cooperation were identified, namely cooperation to reinforce 
integration of ASEAN; cooperation to enhance economic competitiveness of 
ASEAN member states, including investment promotion; and cooperation 
to address terrorism, piracy, and other transnational issues. Numerous initia-
tives were proposed for each of the seven strategies for actions as identified 
in the Tokyo Declaration. In particular, the 2003 Plan of Action highlighted 
the importance of human resource development as a prerequisite for mak-
ing progress in the three key areas of cooperation. In this regard, technical 
cooperation through four institutions—the Japan International Cooperation 
Agency (JICA), the Association for Overseas Technical Scholarship (AOTS), 
the Japan Overseas Development Corporation ( JODC), and the Japan 
Bank for International Cooperation ( JBIC)—as well as through scholarship 
programs, is to be harnessed to support human resource development in the 
seven Tokyo Declaration strategies.
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The subsequent Plan of Action in 2011 narrowed the key strategies down 
to five, in view of the changing environment in the region: (1) strengthening 
political-security cooperation in the region; (2) intensifying cooperation on 
ASEAN Community building; (3) enhancing ASEAN-Japan connectivity 
for consolidation of ties between ASEAN and Japan; (4) creating a more 
disaster-resilient society together; and (5) addressing common regional and 
global challenges. As in the case of the previous plan of action, numerous 
initiatives were proposed under these five strategies. In the case of economic 
cooperation alone, 21 wide-ranging initiatives were put forth, indicating the 
multipronged approach used to enhance the depth of economic cooperation 
between ASEAN and Japan. Within this multipronged approach, Japan 
has also extended its economic cooperation from the traditional country-
country basis to a regionwide approach as exemplified in the New Concept 
of Mekong Region Development.11

Key Challenges

There is limited published information in English on assessments of 
ASEAN-Japan cooperation. The only published public document on the 
subject by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, in 2007, highlighted 
various projects that have been implemented for the different strategies 
proposed in the 2003 Plan of Action.12 It would appear that more assess-
ment and monitoring of the initiatives and projects implemented under 
the 2011 Plan of Action are needed to strengthen ASEAN-Japan ties based 
on current plans that are scheduled to take place by 2015.

However, there is a need to conceive of a new approach for moving eco-
nomic cooperation to new heights beyond 2015. This is needed in view of 
global trends and the current economic position of ASEAN as well as the 
four interdependent pathways identified for deepening ASEAN integration 
in the Jakarta Framework. In the first pathway, a dynamic and competitive 
regional economy is envisioned, premised on helping ASEAN member 
states in the middle income group to become fully developed economies; 
advancing the frontiers of production networks operating in the region; 
harnessing industrial agglomeration for innovation and human resource 
development; fostering the free flow of goods, services, capital, and people; 
and enhancing physical and institutional connectivity. The second pathway 
addresses inclusiveness in geographic, industrial, and social dimensions, 
while the third focuses on sustainability in terms of resilience and green 
development. The final pathway emphasizes the centrality of ASEAN in 
its relationships with its partners. This new approach is outlined below.
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N e x t  St a g e  o f  C o o p e r a t i o n

Global Trends and the Current Economic Positioning of ASEAN

The first decade of the 21st century was an unprecedented era in which de-
veloping countries all over the world could enjoy rapid economic growth. 
The basis of the economic growth, however, differed widely across countries 
and regions. The world experienced a drastic price hike for energy and other 
natural resources, which pushed up the income level of resource-exporting 
developing countries, including Sub-Saharan African countries, with in-
creased resource-related investment as well as local currency appreciation. 
As a side effect of the income growth, a number of developing countries 
fell into a sort of Dutch disease,13 in which the initiation of industrialization 
became even more difficult. On the other hand, ASEAN and other East 
Asian developing countries grew with steady expansion of their productive 
sectors such as manufacturing and expanded employment opportunities, 
which accelerated labor movements from the rural, agricultural, informal 
sector to the urban, industrial, formal sector, resulting in substantial poverty 
alleviation. Moderate aggravation of the terms of trade between manufac-
tured goods and energy and natural resources pulled down the welfare 
level to some extent in most ASEAN and East Asian economies while it 
actually strengthened location-related advantages for manufacturing activi-
ties. Current levels of wages in most of the ASEAN member states are still 
competitive vis-à-vis those in other parts of the developing world even after 
taking into account recent wage hikes.

East Asia, including ASEAN, is known to be the region with the most 
advanced international production networks and international division 
of labor in terms of production processes and tasks (the second unbun-
dling) while its dependence on external markets, such as on markets in 
the United States and the EU, is regarded as a factor contributing to its 
fragility. The slowdown of the US and EU economies due to the global 
financial crisis seriously hurts ASEAN and other East Asian economies. 
However, ASEAN and East Asia have been actively extending and inten-
sifying international production networks within the region, particularly 
since the start of the global financial crisis. Although external markets 
continue to be important, ASEAN and other parts of East Asia have 
started growing not only as a factory of the world but also as a notable 
market with rapidly expanding middle-income populations. Enhancing 
economic integration in ASEAN and East Asia will surely deepen regional 
economic ties in both production and consumption, while keeping links 
with external markets.
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Although the dominance of East Asia in manufacturing activities seems 
on track to continue in the coming years, some of the ASEAN member 
states face various challenges. As for the latecomers, it still seems important 
to remove bottlenecks in order to jump-start industrialization. Some of the 
forerunners are experiencing a slowdown of economic growth and finding 
it difficult to promote industrial upgrading and productivity growth. At the 
same time, inclusiveness and sustainability have become essential elements 
to evaluate the outcome of economic growth. The creation of a new East 
Asian development model seems to be needed.

New Approaches and Strategies

The Jakarta Framework was prepared by ERIA in cooperation with the 
government of Indonesia and the ASEAN Secretariat. This document is a 
starting point for ASEAN to draw the overall picture of ASEAN economic 
integration beyond 2015 and has thus also become a basis for long-term 
ASEAN-Japan cooperation.

The Jakarta Framework reviews the strengths of ASEAN in the following 
six aspects: steady economic growth with robust industrialization since 
the mid-1980s; the second unbundling or international division of labor 
in terms of production processes and tasks in manufacturing and related 
services, which is the most advanced in the world; substantial poverty 
reduction and the formation of middle-income populations; formation 
of industrial agglomeration as a core pillar of innovation; development of 
connectivity, both institutional and physical; and presentation of a novel 
strategy for development in which the mechanics of production networks 
and industrial agglomerations are aggressively explored.

On the other hand, issues and challenges on the economic front go-
ing forward include stepping up from middle-income to fully developed 
economies; achieving geographic, industrial, and societal inclusiveness; 
enhancing resilience and maintaining sustainability; and engaging in the 
global setting in its economic diplomacy. These form the background of 
the four pathways.

In the competitive and dynamic pathway, integration, connectivity, and 
human resource development are priority areas for ASEAN-Japan economic 
cooperation (see figure 1). As for integration, ASEAN is actually leading 
deeper integration in East Asia as a whole. Although the creation of a 
true single market may be a long way off, an integrated production base is 
steadily being realized in order to take advantage of the strengths of ASEAN. 
Integration requires continuing effort beyond 2015. Japan should cooperate 
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with ASEAN to set up a good basis for East Asian economic integration in 
the RCEP initiative and beyond.

Connectivity to extend production networks is the key to sustained 
economic development as well as geographic inclusiveness in ASEAN. 
We have to find the bottlenecks that are preventing countries and regions 
from coming into production networks, including network set-up costs, 
service link costs, and production costs. Japan can cooperate with ASEAN 
member states, particularly the CLMV, to accelerate industrialization 
through its ODA and other forms of financial and technical coopera-
tion. Infrastructure for urban amenities and industrial agglomeration is 
also important, particularly after countries reach middle-income levels. 
ASEAN-Japan cooperation can be effective in developing logistics and 
economic infrastructure through various channels, including the promo-
tion of public-private partnerships (PPPs).

The ultimate key for countries to step up from middle-income to fully 
developed status is human resource development. Although it is an area 
that requires a medium- to long-term perspective, cooperation on this front 
should gradually be expanded. The transformation of industrial structure 
requires specific human resource supplies. Mismatches between the supply 
of and the demand for human capital should be avoided. Human capital 
development takes time. Most of the ASEAN member countries need to 
properly design their formal and informal education systems. Access and 
equity issues in education also need to be addressed.

Figure 1. Four pathways and ASEAN-Japan cooperation

Note: (i), (ii), (iv), (v), (vi), and (viii) are priority areas in which action is needed immedi-
ately. (iii) and (vii) are areas with a mid- to long-term focus.

I. Competive and dynamic 
pathway

(i) Integration
(ii) Connectivity
(iii) Human resource development

III. Sustainable pathway
(v) Economic security
(vi) Macroeconomic and financial 

cooperation
(vii) Energy and environment

II. Inclusive pathway
(iv) SMEs and innovation

IV. Dynamic equilibrium with 
ASEAN centrality viz ASEAN 
partners

(viii) Policy research
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In the inclusive pathway, SMEs and innovation should be a major topic 
for ASEAN-Japan cooperation. The development of SMEs and local firms 
in general is the key to industrial inclusiveness. It is also an essential part of 
the latter half of our new development strategy. Japan can cooperate continu-
ously with ASEAN to enhance the internal capability of SMEs, designing 
SMEs’ access to financing, technology, and managerial knowhow and help-
ing SMEs to set up vertical linkages with Japanese and other MNCs. Local 
firms must have better access to research institutions and testing facilities 
created by central and local governments. This is also an area of possible 
cooperation with Japan. Ratios of research and development (R&D) ex-
penditure to GDP are still extremely small in most of the ASEAN member 
states. Japan can cooperate with ASEAN in designing and implementing 
effective and efficient plans for building up R&D stocks in ASEAN.

In the sustainable pathway, economic security, macroeconomic and 
financial cooperation, and energy and the environment are areas that have 
been identified as requiring work. As for economic security, ASEAN mem-
ber countries have diverse profiles on supplies of and demands for food, 
energy, and other resources and thus have good potential for international 
cooperation. Disaster management is also an important aspect of economic 
security because East Asia has historically been the area in the world most 
affected by natural disasters, sometimes combined with man-made disasters. 
By adding Japan into these initiatives, ASEAN can get access to advanced 
technologies and policymaking knowhow.

Macroeconomic and financial cooperation require continuing efforts. 
The Chiang Mai Initiative Multilateralization is a good starting point for 
macroeconomic and financial cooperation in ASEAN and East Asia. The 
ASEAN+3 Macroeconomic Research Office is expected to take the initiative 
on macroeconomic surveillance and further financial integration. Although 
financial integration is a long-term goal, there is a lot of room for financial 
market integration and other efforts. ASEAN and Japan have to steadily 
promote deeper integration in East Asia and gain resilience against internal 
and external macroeconomic shocks.

Energy saving can take care of about half of ASEAN’s efforts to return 
to a sustainable path. The remaining half of CO2 emissions must be taken 
care of by technological progress. Economic development tends to come 
with various kinds of environmental problems such as NOx and SOx emis-
sions, pollution, and garbage disposal. ASEAN should take the initiative 
in international forums on the environment. Japan has the most advanced 
technology and policy knowhow for energy saving and environmental 
conservation. As such, ASEAN-Japan cooperation in this area should be 
promoted in the medium to long term.
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Although policy research contributes to all of the pathways, it is placed 
in the fourth pathway here—dynamic equilibrium with ASEAN centrality 
vis-à-vis ASEAN partners. ASEAN member countries have various com-
mon policy issues that require serious policy studies. ASEAN and Japan 
must share their experience and expertise on policy research. ERIA and its 
Research Institutes Network, together with the Asian Development Bank, 
UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific, and oth-
ers, will cooperate with ASEAN member states in conducting high-quality 
policy research and formulating good policies. Japan can also share various 
policy lessons and support ASEAN’s research capacity.

Multifaceted Approach

ASEAN and Japan have already developed deep and wide-ranging economic 
relationships and have shared abundant resources on both sides. And thus 
ASEAN-Japan cooperation must adopt a multifaceted approach.

One dimension is participating countries. Participants on the ASEAN 
side of ASEAN-Japan cooperation may be a single country; subregional 
groupings such as the CLMV, the Mekong area, or others; or ASEAN as a 
whole. Another dimension is participating players. They may be central or 
local governments, governmental financial institutions, private financial sec-
tors, private non-financial sectors, civil society organizations, or others. Still 
another dimension is cooperation channels or modes. They may be trade 
negotiations; macroeconomic and financial integration and cooperation; 
financial and technical cooperation, such as ODA, other official flows, or 
others; foreign direct investment; private initiatives; capital market integra-
tion; or others. ASEAN-Japan cooperation has already expanded its scope 
in various dimensions and as such has nurtured mutual trust and comfort 
in international relations.

ASEAN and Japan have been and should continue to be pioneers of explor-
ing a multifaceted approach in economic cooperation. In addition to simply 
extending ASEAN-Japan cooperation in various directions, effective com-
binations of participating players and cooperation channels or modes must 
be explored. For example, links between trade negotiations and cooperation 
on development agendas may be effective in obtaining desirable outcomes 
from our economic integration. There is ample room for developing PPPs, 
sometimes combined with ODA and other official flows. ASEAN has ad-
opted the “ASEAN way,” in which various policy modes and participating 
players can be catered to in its integration effort. ASEAN and Japan can also 
try to design and implement creative multifaceted forms of cooperation.
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R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s 14

We propose the following eight directions for ASEAN-Japan cooperation 
going forward:

(i) Integration

•	 ASEAN	integration	is	approaching	a	critical	juncture.	The	AEC	is	to	be	
realized by the end of 2015. Five ASEAN+1 FTAs have been concluded, 
and negotiations on the RCEP have just begun. ASEAN is attempting 
to drive economic integration in East Asia and to remain at the center of 
these efforts. Japan can cooperate with ASEAN on a number of aspects 
of their economic integration efforts. In particular, the two sides should 
work together to achieve the timely conclusion of the RCEP negotia-
tions with respectable levels of liberalization and ample facilitation and 
cooperation that suit the region’s novel development model.

•	 To	 focus	 on	 narrowing	 the	 development	 gaps	within	 and	 among	
countries, ASEAN has worked extensively on various regional and 
subregional development initiatives. ASEAN-Japan cooperation 
that promotes linkages and coordination between existing and new 
regional and subregional initiatives will optimize the use of scarce 
resources by streamlining approaches taken at the regional and sub-
regional levels and at the same time harnessing synergies between 
regional and subregional initiatives.

•	 Advanced	institutional	aspects	of	deeper	economic	integration,	such	as	
intellectual property rights protection, competition policy, consumer 
protection, and standards will become crucial issues in the lead-up to 
2015 and beyond. In this regard, technical assistance in the dissemination 
of information on international standards, as well as the establishment 
of a testing center for standards compliance through PPPs, would be 
appropriate immediate-term measures for ASEAN-Japan cooperation.

(ii) Connectivity

•	 Enhancing	connectivity	within	and	beyond	ASEAN	is	a	key	to	further	
stimulating industrial activities with the second unbundling, as well as 
achieving geographic inclusiveness by pushing out the frontier of pro-
duction networks. CLMV countries still require primary infrastructure 
networks, while countries already at the middle-income level need to 
upgrade their infrastructure to make industrial agglomeration efficient 
and innovative. ASEAN-Japan cooperation should continue to work to-
ward enhancing connectivity through various channels, including ODA, 
other official flows, and PPPs.
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•	 In	particular,	a	more	effective	PPP	scheme	needs	to	be	 introduced	 in	
ASEAN in the medium term. Based on a thorough assessment of the 
impact of existing initiatives on infrastructure development, ASEAN-
Japan cooperation can help extend PPP schemes in ASEAN through 
financial, technical, and managerial channels.

•	 To	supplement	ASEAN’s	efforts	at	narrowing	development	gaps,	
ASEAN-Japan cooperation may work with the IAI to further im-
prove inclusiveness.

(iii) Human resource development

•	 Human	resource	development	is	the	ultimate	source	of	economic	de-
velopment. Particularly as countries develop from middle-income to 
fully developed economies, human resource enhancement in ASEAN 
has to catch up with the rapid pace of industrialization and economic 
growth. Mismatches between the demand for and the supply of hu-
man capital would cause various difficulties in economic, social, and 
political contexts and thus is to be avoided. Science and engineering 
are important focuses in ASEAN-Japan cooperation to enhance R&D 
capabilities in ASEAN.

•	 As	for	the	CLMV	countries,	in	the	short	term,	ASEAN-Japan	coopera-
tion should focus on assisting ASEAN countries to develop basic 
infrastructure that is important to their efforts to upgrade their human 
resource and innovation capabilities. These include, among others, 
ICT development, training, and improvements in their respective 
educational systems. Longer-term measures need to address educa-
tional reforms and knowledge management in the CLMV countries 
as well as labor market reforms that would facilitate greater mobility 
of workers in the region.

 (iv) SMEs and innovation

•	 The	development	of	SMEs	in	ASEAN	is	critical	to	efforts	to	enhance	the	
region’s inclusivity and competitiveness. In this regard, capability building 
and upgrading are needed to facilitate the development of ASEAN’s SMEs. 
ASEAN-Japan cooperation needs to draw on Japan’s wealth of experience 
in developing its SMEs and also to leverage their need to expand their 
overseas operations and networks to build up ASEAN’s SMEs.

•	 A	key	area	of	focus	for	ASEAN-Japan	cooperation	is	the	use	of	Japan’s	
competencies in industrial technology and technological education to 
foster human resource development in technology and management in 
the ASEAN member states. In particular, ASEAN can learn from the 
Japanese certification system for SME support officers, as certifying 
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them will enhance their professionalism and improve the management of 
these SMEs. Similarly, Japan’s credit facilitating systems can be adopted 
to improve access to financing for ASEAN SMEs.

•	 ASEAN-Japan	cooperation	to	create	a	credibility	index	for	SMEs	will	
help ease the entry of SMEs into international production networks. 
This index should be a composite index of firm-level capabilities and 
can help to reduce information and search costs in business matching. 
ASEAN-Japan cooperation to create space for business matching in 
actual exhibitions or virtually can help to promote SMEs’ participation 
in regional production networks and exports. Cooperation measures to 
develop both physical and soft infrastructure conducive to SME develop-
ment are needed in the medium and long run.

•	 Given	that	Japan	has	the	most	comprehensive	country	statistics	on	
SMEs in Asia, ASEAN can tap Japan’s know-how to construct an 
ASEAN SME databank that can be used to facilitate research for 
policy purposes.

•	 Upgrading	innovation	particularly	by	local	firms	is	crucial	in	order	for	
ASEAN to swerve away from the so-called middle-income trap. FDI 
promotion is an important measure for technology transfer and learning 
in order to spur innovation in ASEAN.

•	 Japan’s	assistance	in	the	form	of	technical	and	financial	support	for	the	
development of economic zones can help to create local employment 
opportunities for these countries, with the participation of Japanese 
enterprises in these zones.

(v) Economic security

•	 ASEAN	member	countries	are	diverse	in	terms	of	food,	energy,	and	other	
areas of nonconventional security, providing ample room for ASEAN-
Japan cooperation to take multiple approaches. 

•	 Disaster	management	is	another	subject	suitable	for	ASEAN-Japan	co-
operation, which could take the form of sharing advanced technology 
and developing innovative managerial abilities.

•	 Other	forms	of	assistance	include	Japanese	research	expertise	to	exam-
ine food insecurity, malnutrition, and vulnerability among social groups 
in ASEAN countries; joint mechanisms to address macroeconomic 
instability; the development of a community-based monitoring system 
at the regional level; and the continued support of Japanese investment 
in the region.

•	 Further	efforts	to	close	the	development	gap	include	a	special	focus	on	social	
safety nets and food security programs for the CLMV countries. Japanese 
expertise in managing funds for elderly people can be used to formulate 
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mechanisms and build capacity for developing contingency support in these 
countries, particularly during times of crisis. Institutional capacity for the 
development of a consistent overall framework for poverty reduction that 
incorporates food safety and social security programs in these countries 
should also be enhanced using technical expertise from Japan.

(vi) Macroeconomic and financial cooperation

•	 ASEAN-Japan	cooperation	should	focus	on	enhancing	the	effectiveness	
of the Chiang Mai Initiative Multilateralization (CMIM) and ASEAN+3 
Macroeconomic Research Office (AMRO). In the short run, Japan needs 
to ensure that the CMIM has sufficient funds to prevent and resolve crises, 
while AMRO has to focus on providing transparent assessments of the 
economic and financial health of members’ economies.

•	 Medium-term	measures	 for	 fostering	 greater	 financial	 integration	
require Japanese assistance to focus on building the soft infrastructure 
needed for financial integration. Japan can also encourage its finan-
cial institutions to increase their purchase of local ASEAN currency 
bonds. Finally, ASEAN-Japan cooperation needs to promote and 
strengthen financial literacy to reduce asymmetric information and 
to increase knowledge of the capital markets in the region, as this will 
encourage greater investment in these markets.

(vii) Energy and the environment

•	 Rapid	economic	growth	 in	ASEAN,	 together	with	 industrialization	
and urbanization, will inevitably enhance energy use in the short and 
medium term. In order for ASEAN to come back to a sustainable path, 
substantial energy conservation as well as drastic advancements in 
energy-related technologies are needed. ASEAN-Japan cooperation 
should nurture various channels, both governmental and private, to 
address long-run sustainability.

•	 People’s	 awareness	of	environmental	 issues	 in	ASEAN	will	 surely	be	
enhanced in the coming years. ASEAN-Japan cooperation is essential 
to ensure that all countries have access to advanced technologies and 
governance know-how.

(viii) Policy research

•	 Enhancing	 indigenous	 capabilities	 for	 conducting	policy	 research	
aimed at achieving better policy formulation and improving ASEAN’s 
status in international forums is crucial. Through the five-year experi-
ence of ERIA, which was established using seed money from Japan, 
both policymakers and academics have recognized the importance of 
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high-quality policy studies in international cooperation. ASEAN and 
Japan must cooperate to strengthen efforts to establish an ASEAN or 
East Asian version of the Organisation of Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD).

❖  ❖  ❖

The economic relationship between ASEAN and Japan, manifest in coopera-
tion through various channels, is already tight and robust in many arenas. 
The two areas have established a new development model in which a new 
type of international division of labor achieves sustained economic growth 
and a rapid reduction in poverty. And now, ASEAN and Japan are coming 
into a new era of de facto and de jure economic integration. ASEAN-Japan 
economic cooperation should also evolve accordingly. 
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ASEAN-Japan Strategic Partnership 
in Southeast Asia: Political-Security 

Pillar

Rizal Sukma and Yoshihide Soeya

ASEAN-Japan cooperation has the potential to make an important 
contribution to regional security as the two sides share a common vision 
of a rules-based regional order. The guiding philosophy of such a regional 
order is internationalism, sustained by the principle of a people-based ap-
proach. ASEAN and Japan can and should take the initiative to deepen their 
cooperation to create a regional infrastructure for peace and prosperity. 
To that end, one of the most prominent and urgent items on this common 
agenda is to bring ASEAN’s community-building efforts to fruition. 

Such a cooperative endeavor between ASEAN and Japan could be 
regarded as a proactive contribution to regional stability at a time when 
historic changes are underway due to the rise of China, the United States’ 
search for its new role in the region and the world, the growing role of India, 
and the shift of geo-economic gravity to East Asia. No single country can 
deal with such fundamental shifts in the international order alone, and 
the critical considerations for the countries concerned, particularly East 
Asian countries, should be how to deepen and expand cooperation. In this 
respect, ASEAN and Japan are natural partners, and can establish a model of 
regional cooperation toward institutionalizing a new regional architecture 
for democracy, peace, and stability in the years ahead.

In the past, particularly since the second half of the 1970s, Japan has con-
tributed substantially to the regional integration of Southeast Asia primarily 
through economic means. After the end of the Cold War, ASEAN under-
took an important initiative by establishing the ASEAN Regional Forum 
(ARF), the first multilateral institution to discuss political and security 
issues in the region. Japan sought to be a political partner of ASEAN not 

3
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only in the creation of the ARF, but also in the Cambodian peace process, 
and more recently in the establishment of the East Asia Summit. Building 
on these past achievements, Japan should now commit itself to becoming 
a genuinely equal partner of an ASEAN Community.

Building on the five papers prepared for this project on the ASEAN 
Political-Security Community (APSC) by experts from ASEAN nations 
and Japan, this overview chapter will first examine the long-term global and 
regional trends and challenges ASEAN and Japan are likely to face from 
2015 to 2030, and then will discuss common interests and five priority issue 
areas for ASEAN-Japan cooperation: (1) democracy and human rights, 
(2) maritime security, (3) nontraditional security, (4) peacekeeping and 
preventive diplomacy, and (5) defense cooperation. It will then conclude 
with recommendations on how to strengthen ASEAN-Japan cooperation 
in building the APSC in the years beyond 2015.

R e g i o n a l  a n d  G l o b a l  Tr e n d s  a n d  C h a l l e n g e s 
f o r  A S E A N  a n d  J a pa n

As a macro trend, the steady progression of world history toward democ-
ratization is undeniable, and that in turn provides the foundation for the 
APSC. This of course does not mean that the role of governments will 
become obsolete, but the domains of government intervention and control 
are constantly diminishing both in domestic and international affairs among 
the member countries of ASEAN. The flipside of the coin is that the role 
of civil society organizations (CSOs) in building a democratic base for the 
APSC is growing.

This long-term trend makes it a natural goal for ASEAN and Japan to 
strengthen linkages among CSOs in ASEAN as well as between CSOs in 
ASEAN and Japan. In the medium and short terms, however, this should be 
pursued carefully, paying due attention to the convergences and divergences 
in the movement toward democratic practices in the region.

In sharp contrast to the domain of democracy and human rights, the 
dimension of maritime security still faces the danger of traditional security 
uncertainty and instability, mainly due to the unresolved maritime disputes 
in the South China Sea and the East China Sea. ASEAN and Japan should 
encourage all parties involved to place the focus of joint efforts on the 
legal and civilized management of these difficult issues, emphasizing the 
importance of a rules-based order. It is our belief that this approach is more 
in line with the long-term evolution of an international order premised on 
democratic values and a people-based perspective. 
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The same principles of internationalism and liberalism would apply to 
ASEAN-Japan cooperation in the domain of nontraditional security. Indeed, 
there is much overlap between the domains of maritime security and non-
traditional security, both of which require comprehensive and multilateral 
approaches to new security issues emerging against the backdrop of global-
ization. These issues include piracy, irregular migration, natural disasters, 
climate change, resource scarcity, infectious diseases, food shortages, people 
smuggling, drug trafficking, and other transnational crimes. A recent addi-
tion to the list is cybersecurity, as cybercrimes have been intensified by the 
unstoppable forces of technological innovation and globalization.

After the end of the Cold War, the concept of UN peacekeeping op-
erations (PKO) has been undergoing a transformation, shifting toward 
operations aimed at solidifying peace beyond the mere absence of military 
conflict. Thus, a wider definition of peacebuilding has emerged, calling for 
the international community’s efforts to support post-conflict reconciliation 
and humanitarian assistance. Such assistance would go beyond ensuring 
basic safety and security in a country to supporting political and economic 
processes and even efforts to revitalize human security.

As such, a primary challenge to peacekeeping cooperation between 
ASEAN and Japan may not be a lack of ability or resources, but rather a 
question of norms and political will. ASEAN traditionally adheres to the 
norm of noninterference in a country’s internal affairs as part of the “ASEAN 
way.” Yet new challenges and ambitions, especially the drive to create the 
APSC, require a commitment to wider principles of peace and security, and 
in this area Japan can provide an important impetus. For both ASEAN and 
Japan, the wider definition of peacebuilding, as compared with the relatively 
narrow definition of traditional UN peacekeeping, offers opportunities to 
contribute to post-conflict humanitarian and technical assistance.

ASEAN-Japan defense cooperation is most sensitive given the memories 
of Japanese military aggression in the past. ASEAN, however, has more or 
less overcome the burden of historical baggage, while Japan also has worked 
hard to convince ASEAN of its peaceful intentions toward the region. As a 
result, there is a reasonably solid understanding among ASEAN countries 
that the Japan Self Defense Forces (SDF) have been a force for peace and 
stability for the last 60 years. 

This means that there is no expectation from the ASEAN side for Japan to 
play a traditional military role for regional security. Rather, comprehensive 
and common security is a conceptual tool that should guide ASEAN-Japan 
defense cooperation. The broadening of security issues to include “non-
traditional” threats and concerns allows for a multidimensional approach 
to peace and stability. In addition, common security places a premium on 
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the identification and targeting of threats that are pervasive and common 
to all. A threat that impinges on the security of one state will also imperil 
the interests of others. This guides us to focus on achieving a “security for” 
doctrine as opposed to the realist tradition of “security against.”

C o m m o n  I n t e r e s t s  a n d  P r i o r i t y  I s s u e s

The ASEAN-Japan Plan of Action 2011–2015, adopted during the 14th 
ASEAN-Japan summit in 2011, stipulates areas of cooperation in the field 
of democracy and human rights promotion. These are (1) supporting 
the work of the ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on Human 
Rights and the ASEAN Commission on the Promotion and Protection of 
the Rights of Women and Children through training, capacity building, 
and technical cooperation; (2) conducting women’s studies to address 
issues such as human trafficking and mail-order brides; (3) promoting 
democratic values and the empowerment of people in the region by 
seeking cooperation through seminars and other joint projects within 
the framework of the APSC Blueprint and the Bali Democracy Forum; 
and (4) continuing to promote capacity building in the law and justice 
sector in order to strengthen the rule of law, judicial systems, and the 
legal infrastructure.

These issue areas essentially require a bottom-up approach (strengthening 
the social basis for gradual democratic transition) rather than a top-down 
approach (imposing external pressure on regimes to conduct political 
reform). This approach should continue to inform ASEAN-Japan coopera-
tion from a mid- to long-term perspective (2015 to 2030). Our study group 
findings emphasize the development of a more vibrant civil society as the 
key to a successful bottom-up approach. It is civil society–led advocacy and 
campaign activities that help promote citizen awareness and understanding 
of democratic norms and values, such as human rights, civil liberties, and 
social justice. This is exemplified by the democratic transitions occurring 
in Indonesia, the Philippines, and Thailand. 

The strengthening of civil society also serves to consolidate democracy in 
democratic ASEAN members. Promoting the rule of law requires not only 
the establishment of elaborated judicial institutions for limiting the abuse 
of state authority but also the building of autonomous media and watch-
dog civic organizations, such as anti-corruption and election-monitoring 
groups. The role of civil society in checking and limiting the potential 
abuse of state power is vital to the deepening of democracy in democratic 
ASEAN member states. 
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Yet, the expansion of CSOs does not automatically lead to successful 
democratization. The limited role of civil society in Southeast Asia in terms 
of democracy promotion has stemmed not only from the lack of a legally 
protected realm for civil society—one that ensures the liberties of individu-
als and groups—within many of the region’s countries, but also from the 
shortage of capability and expertise on the part of the CSOs. In order to 
remedy this, it is important to strengthen connectivity both among ASEAN 
CSOs and between CSOs in ASEAN countries and Japan.

In the area of maritime security, combating piracy was initially the 
primary driving force for Japan’s interest in cooperation with ASEAN. The 
Malacca Strait has been the focus of Japanese antipiracy efforts. Japan has 
long cooperated with Singapore, Malaysia, and Indonesia in the area of 
navigation safety and seabed mapping through joint research, sharing of 
equipment, and training. The Japan International Cooperation Agency 
funds the Japan Coast Guard’s seminars to train maritime authorities in 
Southeast Asia, and Japan’s aid is critical in helping to create maritime pa-
trol authority where local capacity is lacking (especially in the Philippines 
and Indonesia). 

With regard to the traditional side of maritime security, especially ten-
sions in the South China Sea and East China Sea, Japan has been a strong 
advocate and supporter of a regional code of conduct to maintain a rules-
based order in the South China Sea. Bilaterally, Japan has stepped up its 
support to several ASEAN member states to enhance their law enforcement 
capability, by supplying both the necessary hardware (i.e., coast guard ships) 
and software (i.e., training, techniques, etc.). We believe cooperation be-
tween ASEAN and Japan is thus on the right track in this field and should 
be strengthened beyond 2015 as well.

Another key aspect of the APSC has to do with the ASEAN concept of 
comprehensive security, where ASEAN-Japan cooperation on issues involv-
ing nontraditional security should play an important role in beefing up 
the foundation of the APSC. In this context, the aspirations of ASEAN and 
Japan have been converging on many issues, including humanitarian assis-
tance and disaster relief (HADR), transnational crime, counter-terrorism, 
and cybersecurity. 

Regarding HADR, the APSC Blueprint itself has 12 action lines that are 
related to strengthening intra-ASEAN cooperation in this area. Most of 
these are covered in the ASEAN Agreement on Disaster Management and 
Emergency Response, through which ASEAN and Japan cooperation is 
being enhanced in emergency preparedness and HADR efforts. 

There is also consensus on the need to help combat transnational crime 
through ASEAN-Japan cooperation. In the APSC Blueprint, there are 



50   | BEYOND 2015

18  action lines mentioned that relate to this issue, covering a variety of 
concerns including trafficking in drugs, persons, and small arms and light 
weapons, and the need for a common legal framework to address these 
problems. The 2011 Joint Declaration for Enhancing ASEAN-Japan Strategic 
Partnership for Prospering Together, known as the Bali Declaration, has also 
made explicit the interest in ASEAN-Japan cooperation in addressing “non-
traditional security challenges such as terrorism, trafficking in persons and 
other transnational crimes through the existing ASEAN-initiated mecha-
nisms,” as well as to “cooperate in combating illegal transfer and excessive 
accumulation of small arms and light weapons in accordance with the UN 
Programme of Action to Prevent, Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade 
in Small Arms and Light Weapons in All Its Aspects.” 

Counterterrorism has also been a continuing concern for ASEAN-Japan 
cooperation. Cooperation in countering chemical, biological, radiological, 
and nuclear terrorism, as well as cyberterrorism, are priority areas on which 
ASEAN and Japan have agreed to focus as part of their continuous counter-
terrorism efforts. ASEAN and Japan have cooperated in these areas through 
the ASEAN-Japan Counter-terrorism Dialogue and through Japan’s support 
to the Southeast Asia Regional Centre for Counterterrorism  in Malaysia 
and the Jakarta Center for Law Enforcement Cooperation in Indonesia.

Cybersecurity, while not a new area for ASEAN, requires a recognition 
of the current limitations that have to be addressed by the individual 
member states of ASEAN. For instance, the political and economic di-
versity of ASEAN has led to different appreciations of the nature of the 
issues concerned. More politically liberal societies like the Philippines 
are debating the idea of giving people easier access to state information, 
a situation that would not necessarily be replicated in other countries. An 
even more fundamental concern is capacity. In this context, there is much 
that ASEAN-Japan cooperation can aspire to address, but at the same time 
it should be recognized that the extent of cooperation will be affected by 
these differences in the capabilities and needs of ASEAN member states.

In the domain of peacekeeping and preventive diplomacy, ASEAN countries 
face far fewer legal restrictions on the deployment of their armed forces 
compared with Japan. Several ASEAN member countries already make 
significant contributions of personnel to UN peacekeeping efforts. Looking 
ahead, ASEAN members have committed to playing a greater role in ensur-
ing the Asian region’s peace and security as part of the APSC. Under the 
APSC blueprint, ASEAN members have agreed to promote peacekeeping 
capabilities within the grouping, and five ASEAN member states have 
already established national peacekeeping centers for training purposes, 
namely Cambodia, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, and Thailand. 
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In May 2011, at the 5th ASEAN Defense Ministers Meeting in Jakarta, 
ASEAN members agreed to tie their national centers into an ASEAN-wide 
network of peacekeeping centers and to establish the ASEAN Peacekeeping 
Centres Network. It is hoped that Japan will commit itself to these multi-
lateral efforts of ASEAN, which would provide an opportunity for Japan to 
be a good citizen in the domain of international security.

As stated above, for both ASEAN and Japan, the wider definition of 
peacebuilding offers opportunities to contribute to humanitarian assistance, 
undertaking actions that would not be considered political or military 
involvement or interference in another state’s internal affairs. Timor-Leste 
is one example where ASEAN members and other Asian states such as 
Japan have taken the initiative to offer assistance beyond the remit of UN 
peacekeeping operations. Another potential area of action for ASEAN and 
Japan is preventive diplomacy within the Asia-Pacific region. The concept 
of preventive diplomacy is in line with the political culture of ASEAN, as 
well as Japan’s own norms and principles. 

Last but not least, Japan’s engagement with ASEAN in defense co-
operation must be managed delicately given the sensitivities on matters 
that pertain to territorial defense and sovereignty. Fundamental to these 
concerns is to keep ASEAN at arm’s length from major power rivalry. 
Accordingly, Japan should focus on soft—as opposed to hard—security 
forms of defense cooperation. As such, areas of defense cooperation be-
tween ASEAN and Japan should include defense industry cooperation, 
search and rescue operations, antipiracy, capacity building for coastal 
operations, HADR, and nonproliferation. These are elaborated in the 
ensuing section on recommendations.

S u m m a r y  o f  R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s

Democracy and Human Rights

Given the limitations of regional civil societies discussed above, ASEAN-
Japan cooperation should focus on the task of overcoming fragmentation. 
One effective measure that Japan and ASEAN could implement together 
would be the fostering of linkages among civic organizations that bridge 
ethnic, urban-rural, and religious divides, allowing the engagement and 
mobilization of local constituencies. 

To help regional civil societies overcome their weaknesses, Japan and 
ASEAN should actively support the growth of CSO networks in Southeast 
Asia. For instance, Japan and ASEAN could set up a special fund providing 
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necessary financial assistance to those CSOs that contribute to the building 
of regionwide CSO networks and to the empowerment of local CSOs on 
the forefront of democracy building and the protection of human rights. 
Furthermore, Japan and ASEAN should consider the possibility of estab-
lishing CSO networks between them. 

Also, Japan and ASEAN should work together to consolidate the rule of 
law among democratic ASEAN members. Considering the differences in 
political development among ASEAN member states, the successful imple-
mentation of the APSC project will depend on efforts taken by democratic 
ASEAN members, in particular Indonesia and the Philippines. Although 
the two countries have already established special government bodies to 
fight corruption, such as an anticorruption commission and the office of 
ombudsman, these institutions have often been plagued by dysfunctional 
judicial systems in which corruption also prevails. 

Japan is one of a small number of countries possessing the necessary 
expertise for judicial reform in Indonesia and the Philippines. Japan could 
help both of these countries to improve their educational and training 
programs for law students, judges, prosecutors, and other legal practi-
tioners in order to increase the professional skills of law practitioners 
while strengthening the ethical performance of their judicial systems. 
Such collaboration would contribute to the empowering of democratic 
ideals in both countries, thus helping to strengthen their ability to lead 
the APSC project.

Maritime Security

ASEAN and Japan both need to recognize that the maritime security en-
vironment of Asia Pacific is holistic, interconnected, and continuous from 
the Indian Ocean through the Malacca Strait, from the South China Sea to 
the East China Sea, and it affects the security and prosperity of the whole 
region. It is therefore in the interests of ASEAN and Japan to promote 
regionwide cooperation to help ensure the security and stability of the 
Indo-Pacific maritime belt.

On the basis of this recognition, ASEAN and Japan need to cooperate to 
strengthen the principles of and respect for international law, and especially 
the 1982 UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), as the basic 
framework for the regional maritime order. ASEAN and Japan should work 
together to encourage the region to identify areas and issues particular to 
East Asia that UNCLOS has not been able to address, or has addressed 
but inadequately.
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In order to strengthen the rules-based order at sea, Japan should fully sup-
port ASEAN’s “Six-Point Principles on the South China Sea,” and particu-
larly ASEAN’s efforts to conclude a Code of Conduct on the South China 
Sea. Japan and ASEAN should jointly conduct confidence-building activi-
ties in accordance with international law, and particularly with UNCLOS.

Japan should further extend assistance to ASEAN to help enhance 
ASEAN’s capacity to maintain maritime order in waters under their juris-
diction, as this will contribute to the overall security and stability of the 
region. The assistance should continue to be in the form of hardware (such 
as patrol boats, surveillance equipment, telecommunication equipment, 
etc.) and software (awareness promotion and training, joint exercises, etc.). 
Japan might want to consider extending the use of its official development 
assistance to the region more for strategic uses, such as those noted above.

Japan and ASEAN should conduct more joint maritime operations in-
volving the coast guards or defense forces, which could include port visits; 
joint patrols; search and rescue training, exercises, and operations; disaster 
relief; scientific research; joint military exercises; and training. 

Nontraditional Security

In the area of HADR, ASEAN and Japan should sustain the operations of 
the ASEAN Coordinating Centre for Humanitarian Assistance on disaster 
management (AHA Centre). Japan has contributed to the establishment of 
the AHA Centre, especially in providing technical support. While the AHA 
Centre is focused on addressing Southeast Asian needs, the framework of 
cooperation could potentially be extended to facilitate ASEAN-Japan mu-
tual support in the event of contingencies. Also, ASEAN and Japan should 
build closer cooperation between the AHA Centre and the Japan-initiated 
Disaster Management Network in the implementation of the comprehen-
sive disaster management cooperation plan developed by Japan. Special 
attention should be given to the proposal to use satellites for disaster man-
agement to develop early warning systems for remote, poor areas across the 
region. An institutionalized framework of integrating elements of the Japan 
SDF and emergency response agencies within the AHA structure would 
solidify Japan’s continuing support for HADR in the region.

To combat transnational crime, ASEAN should consider establishing 
an ASEAN Coordinating Center on Combating Transnational Crime as 
a monitoring office for compliance by the ASEAN states with specific 
ASEAN-related commitments on transnational crime issues. On combat-
ing drug trafficking, this center would work with the Japanese government 
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to assess the results of the mid-term review of the ASEAN Work Plan on 
Combating Illicit Drug Production, Trafficking, and Use (2009–2015) and 
identify gaps that need to be addressed. Similarly, the center should moni-
tor efforts toward the implementation of an ASEAN common course of 
action against trafficking in persons. The APSC commits ASEAN to the 
establishment and implementation of an ASEAN Convention on Trafficking 
in Persons (ACTIP). Japan should encourage ASEAN leaders to adopt a 
more institutionalized commitment to ACTIP. 

Cooperation on counter-terrorism was given a great boost with the entry 
into force of the ASEAN Convention on Counter-Terrorism (ACCT). 
More importantly, Malaysia’s ratification ensures the participation and 
commitment of all member states of ASEAN in the ACCT. Building on 
that, ASEAN and Japan should consider the following recommendations 
that go beyond what is addressed in the Bali Declaration,

As with the issue of transnational crime, the weakness of ASEAN’s 
counter-terrorism efforts has to do with the inadequacy of institutional 
mechanisms that enforce implementation and compliance. Consequently, 
counter-terrorism remains largely based on national-level responses. It is in 
this context that Japanese assistance in enhancing national-level capabili-
ties, especially on information processing and real-time response to tactical 
intelligence, becomes important.

Japan should encourage and assist ASEAN in strengthening institutional 
cooperation. Increasingly, however, institutional cooperation should em-
phasize counter-ideological operations, even as law enforcement and effec-
tive police work remain mainstays of counter-terrorism efforts in the region. 
Japan and ASEAN should jointly create programs within the context of the 
ACCT that will be directed at countering extremist teachings and weaning 
away young people from the influence of extremist ideologies.

The issue of cybersecurity did not receive much attention in the 
Bali Declaration. While the proposed ASEAN Masterplan on Security 
Connectivity is still very much a sensitive issue, there is nonetheless a 
need to put together a document that outlines ASEAN concerns, goals, 
and strategies on cybersecurity. This would provide the basis for collective 
action and cooperation with Japan on this issue.

The absence of such a master plan or strategy paper notwithstanding, 
Japan could assist ASEAN in the implementation of capacity-building 
and technical-assistance measures. Also, it is important to harmonize laws 
among the countries of the region in combating cybercrimes. Japanese laws 
and experience could be important in helping shape laws and legal standards 
that would be the bases of these laws. 
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Peacekeeping and Preventive Diplomacy

Both ASEAN and Japan have participated actively in peacekeeping, 
peacebuilding, and preventive diplomacy. Therefore, there is considerable 
potential for ASEAN and Japan to become more involved in cooperative 
efforts on peacebuilding, providing humanitarian and technical assistance 
in post-conflict situations, as well as in the practice of preventive diplomacy.

ASEAN and Japan should cooperate to build the peacekeeping capacity 
of ASEAN member states via efforts such as ASEAN’s move to create an 
ASEAN Peacekeeping Centres Network. By anchoring these efforts within 
a framework set by ASEAN collectively and within principles of peace and 
cooperation, ASEAN can assist Japan by ensuring that growing efforts in 
this area are directed toward peace.

Both ASEAN and Japan should invest more in peacebuilding initiatives, 
providing not only troops or police officers, but also sharing technology and 
training to help create the conditions for long-term stability. Given their 
wealth of experience, ASEAN and Japan are well placed to help countries 
or territories in the region create civic institutions, construct key physical 
infrastructure, and build their human resources.

ASEAN and Japan should consider building greater capacity for preven-
tive diplomacy, be it at the bilateral, multilateral, or regional level. In addition 
to hosting forums like the ARF and potentially providing a platform for 
such diplomacy, there is also a need for the foreign ministries of ASEAN 
countries and Japan to train and equip diplomats to play the role of envoys 
and mediators. 

 Defense Cooperation

To optimize resources and to foster intraregional defense industry coopera-
tion, the ASEAN Defense Ministerial Meeting in May 2011 established the 
ASEAN Defense Industry Collaboration (ADIC). In light of the Japanese 
cabinet decision in December 2011 to lift the arms export and joint devel-
opment ban, Japan and ASEAN could explore a strategic partnership for 
collaboration within the ADIC framework. 

The waterways between the Indian and Pacific Oceans are some of the 
world’s most vital and busiest. The possibility of a collision or an incident 
at sea cannot be discounted and merits consideration and planning for re-
gional cooperation. The armed forces—particularly the navies—are often 
the first responders to such contingencies. Indeed the navy is positioned 
to play an instrumental role in search and rescue operations. Submarine 
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search and rescue operations are highly technical and sophisticated and 
not many countries that operate submarines have such capabilities. Japan, 
which operates the largest submarine fleet in East Asia and has the most 
experience in sub-surface operations, could take the lead in establishing 
an ASEAN-Japan framework for sub-surface search and rescue operations.

Japan has made immense contributions to curtailing the problem of 
piracy in the Strait of Malacca. While threats in those waters are contained 
and well managed under the framework established by the three littoral 
states—Indonesia, Malaysia, and Singapore—Japan and ASEAN shipping 
interests face a long-standing and sustained threat in the Gulf of Aden and 
the Indian Ocean. At present, Japan, Malaysia, and Singapore deploy na-
val assets in support of anti-piracy efforts off the coast of Somalia. While 
Singapore is a party to the multinational efforts of the Combined Task 
Force 151, Japan and Malaysia have opted for an independent mode of op-
eration. Combining the Japanese and Malaysian resources would optimize 
their limited resources while providing the additional gain of enhancing 
interoperability and familiarization between the two navies. If it comes 
to fruition, the cooperation would be the first “live” out-of-area defense 
cooperation between Japan and an ASEAN country. Thus, Japan should 
explore opportunities to partner with the relevant ASEAN states to patrol 
the waters in the Gulf of Aden and the Indian Ocean. 

The protection of exclusive economic zones (EEZ) is a top priority for lit-
toral states, and the coast guard is the frontline agency for building capacity 
for the coastal operations necessary to safeguard and enforce rights within 
the EEZs. Japan has taken the lead in engaging regional coast guards through 
the establishment of the Heads of Asian Coast Guard Agencies Meeting 
in 2004. In addition, it has contributed material and capacity-building 
resources to ASEAN member states. Japan played an important role in the 
establishment of the Malaysian Maritime Enforcement Agency, and most 
recently it extended soft loans to the Philippine government to purchase 
10 patrol boats. Japan’s continuing support for efforts to boost the capacity 
and strength of the ASEAN coast guards is a positive contribution toward 
regional peace and security. 

Japan has long been at the vanguard of nonproliferation efforts and 
could contribute toward the implementation and consolidation of the 
Southeast Asia Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zone (SEANWFZ). Signed in 1995 
but only coming into effect in 2001, when the last ASEAN member state 
(the Philippines) ratified the treaty, the SEANWFZ seeks to establish a 
region that is free of nuclear weapons. The ASEAN states have pledged 
not to possess, develop, or “have control over” nuclear weapons, which is 
akin to Japan’s Three Non-Nuclear Principles. Japan could also assist and 
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collaborate with ASEAN to set up mechanisms to manage and provide 
oversight capabilities to guard against possible proliferation. 

❖  ❖  ❖

In sum, while ASEAN-Japan cooperation in the promotion of the APSC has 
not advanced as far as it has in the domains of economic or socio-cultural 
community building in Southeast Asia, this conversely means that the op-
portunities and potential for expanded cooperation are perhaps greatest in 
this area. Indeed, the time is now ripe for ASEAN and Japan to act given the 
regional and global trends of deepening democratization and globalization, 
which point to the increasing importance of a rules-based regional order 
for democracy, peace, and stability.

The lack of substantial political-security cooperation between ASEAN 
and Japan in the past was partly—but quite importantly—due to the self-
imposed restrictions on the part of Japan that stem from its past history of 
military aggression and its ensuing postwar pacifism. Japan, however, has 
now succeeded in convincing many ASEAN countries that internationalist 
pacifism continues to inform Japanese engagement with ASEAN.  Moreover, 
the nature of the political-security cooperation needed in the years ahead is 
basically soft cooperation, the kind that is essential to the further strength-
ening of the community-building efforts of ASEAN. Consequently, Japan’s 
hesitation to engage in this field is no longer necessary. As recommended in 
this report, it should examine a variety of avenues, including the potential 
expanded role of the SDF, to actively engage in political-security coopera-
tion with ASEAN.



ASEAN-Japan Strategic Partnership in 
Southeast Asia: Socio-cultural Pillar 

Carolina G. Hernandez and  Motoko Shuto

In its efforts to build a regional community based on three pillars 
(political-security, economic, and socio-cultural), ASEAN requires the 
support and cooperation of its dialogue partners. This is especially critical 
at this historical juncture where the global economy is experiencing un-
precedented stress and the regional and global geostrategic environment is 
going through tectonic shifts. These developments have created new forms 
of uncertainty and complex dynamics. Globalization in various guises has 
effectively broken down whatever illusions states and individuals might 
have to shield or insulate them from developments taking place in distant 
physical locations. This makes cooperation among friends as well as like-
minded partners an imperative for our time.

It is in this context that strengthening bilateral cooperation among like-
minded partners needs to be undertaken with utmost seriousness. Japan 
and ASEAN are well-advised in their efforts to strengthen their decades-
long partnership, including in support of building the ASEAN Community. 

Usually seen as a residual category or even an afterthought among the 
pillars of the ASEAN Community, the socio-cultural pillar ought to be 
at its center. After all, the preamble of the ASEAN Charter resolves “to 
place the well-being, livelihood and welfare of the peoples at the centre 
of the ASEAN community building process,”1 while the blueprint for the 
ASEAN Socio-cultural Community (ASCC Blueprint) clearly states that 
“the primary goal of the ASCC” is “to contribute to realizing an ASEAN 
Community that is people-centered and socially responsible.”2 Moreover, a 
commonsense view would argue that any community needs people, whose 
wellbeing must be its top priority.

Adopted as part of the Roadmap for an ASEAN Community 2009–2015 
at the ASEAN Summit in Cha-am, Thailand, on March 1, 2009, the ASCC 

4
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Blueprint seeks to realize a people-centered ASEAN Community through 
various activities grouped according to 340 action lines that are intended 
to achieve the six characteristics of the ASCC Blueprint. As the scope of 
the socio-cultural pillar is broad, the study group on the ASCC of this joint 
project,3 otherwise called the Yamamoto Project,4 selected areas that are not 
only central to the achievement of a people-centered ASEAN Community 
but also those already identified by ASEAN and Japan as critical to their 
strategic partnership.

Thus, the study group focused on ASEAN-Japan cooperation through 
their Plan of Action 2011–2015 for the implementation of their Joint 
Declaration for Enhancing ASEAN-Japan Strategic Partnership for 
Prospering Together (POA) adopted on November 18, 2011, in Bali, 
Indonesia, in regard to the socio-cultural pillar of the ASEAN Community. 
The study group members put the peoples of ASEAN at the center of their 
analysis on how ASEAN-Japan strategic partnership could be strengthened 
through cooperation in contributing to the realization of the socio-cultural 
pillar of the ASEAN Community. This necessitated a bottom-up approach 
in each of their background papers. 

A s s u m p t i o n s 

Three interrelated assumptions guided the study group’s work. The first is 
that ASEAN integration and community building that is people-centered 
is critical to ASEAN’s role as a civilian power in East and Southeast Asia. 
A civilian power is one that does not rely on military might or armaments 
to achieve its foreign policy goals. 

In this regard, it should be emphasized that ASEAN has never aspired to 
become anything other than a group of states whose influence in external 
relations would depend on what today we generally call “soft power.”5 Soft 
power consists of values such as peaceful settlement of disputes, equality 
among states, respect for national sovereignty among states, non-aggression, 
and even non-interference in the domestic affairs of other states. In fact, 
ASEAN’s definition of “security” as comprehensive is radically distinct from 
the traditional view of security as military defense from external aggression 
in an effort to dispel the mistaken notion on the part of outsiders—espe-
cially the superpowers (the United States and the former Soviet Union) dur-
ing the Cold War—that the original ASEAN member states were forming 
a military alliance. In this regard, ASEAN shares with Japan a conception 
of security as comprehensive in character rather than constituting merely 
military capacity for external defense. ASEAN and Japan might have had 
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two different rationales for framing security differently from the West, but 
it is a conception they have shared since the early 1970s and most certainly 
since before the end of the Cold War. Notions like “redefining security” only 
became current outside East Asia after the Cold War ended.6

The second assumption is that the ASEAN Community can only be fully 
realized through an ASCC whose referent object or target population is the 
peoples of Southeast Asia.7 Thus their development and security are critical 
to a people-centered ASEAN Community.8 As already stated, people are 
at the core of community building and a people-centered community is 
an idea that ASEAN has consistently emphasized in its vision documents 
and is supported by ASEAN’s dialogue partners, including Japan. Japan as 
a single actor in international relations has taken the most prominent role 
in supporting the people-centered importance of community building. 
This view is evidenced by the inclusion of human security in Japan’s Official 
Development Assistance (ODA) Charter in 2003 and its support for the 
Commission on Human Security in 2000–2003. 

The third assumption is that the promotion of human security in 
Southeast Asia is influenced and shaped by global megatrends that pres-
ent both challenges and opportunities to ASEAN member states and their 
dialogue partners, especially Japan. In this present age of globalization 
where national borders are increasingly being eroded by giant leaps made 
possible by the technological revolution especially in information, commu-
nication, and transportation, societies have become increasingly sensitive 
and vulnerable to developments that take place in distant locations. The 
Asian financial crisis of 1997–1998 clearly demonstrated to East Asians that 
they could no longer remain impervious to developments external to their 
countries. In this context, it is crucially important to consider the global 
trends most likely to affect and influence or even shape the wellbeing of 
people, including those of East and Southeast Asia. 

G l o b a l  Tr e n d s  C h a l l e n g i n g  E a s t  A s i a

In determining the global trends that present challenges to East Asia, the 
most relevant to the aspects of the socio-cultural pillar addressed by the 
study group’s background papers are selected for analysis. The ASCC 
Blueprint has six goals: (1) human development, (2) social welfare and 
protection, (3) social justice and rights, (4) environmental sustainability, 
(5) building of an ASEAN identity, and (6) narrowing of the development 
gap. These goals are to be met through the implementation of activities 
along 340 action lines before the ASEAN Community is realized in 2015. 
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The background papers focus on the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) unanimously adopted by the UN in 2000; protection of vulner-
able people, including migrant workers; building of the ASEAN identity 
including through culture and community engagement and narrowing of the 
development gap; and natural disaster response and management to realize 
disaster-resilient nations and safer communities in the region. The MDGs 
and the ASEAN Community share the same year—2015—for completion. 
The MDGs set 8 goals and 21 targets to eradicate poverty worldwide by 2015. 
These goals have become “milestone indicators in a country’s struggle to 
improve the condition and welfare of their people,”9 especially among the 
marginalized and vulnerable sectors. 

The MDGs are among the actions set in the ASCC Blueprint under the 
goal regarding social welfare and protection, while the protection of the 
rights of migrant workers is among the actions to be undertaken to advance 
social justice and rights. The importance of culture and community engage-
ment is emphasized in the goal of building an ASEAN identity, while a 
more economically cohesive (or a less economically uneven or inequitable) 
region is sought in the goal to narrow the development gap. The role of 
education, youth, and the media is recognized in the ASCC Blueprint as 
a cross-cutting issue. Hence, action lines in this regard are found in all six 
goals of the ASCC.

As a result of the frequency and fatality of natural disasters, which 
are related to environmental risks such as global warming and climate 
change, improving the region’s capacity for humanitarian response to 
and management of natural disasters is an urgent task. However, there 
is also a need to effectively address complex disasters, such as the 
earthquake, tsunami, and nuclear power plant disaster that occurred 
in Japan, in a region as prone to natural disasters as East Asia. This 
reality is compounded by the fact that the region’s leaders seek alterna-
tive sources of energy, including nuclear. Saving lives from natural and 
complex disasters is indeed a priority recognized by the social welfare 
and protection goal and one that takes many forms, such as building 
disaster-resilient nations and safer communities.

That these issues will be affected by global trends is made clear in the 
background papers. In varying ways and forms, the authors integrate into 
their analysis the most relevant global trends and how they are likely to im-
pact the respective aspect of the ASCC they chose to address. These global 
trends include economic development and inequities; climate change and 
increased intensity of natural disasters; demographic change, especially ag-
ing societies; natural resource scarcities, especially food, water, and energy; 
and human rights.
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Economic development and inequities have created social and economic 
gaps within and across countries in the world in general and in East Asia 
in particular. This global trend is likely to persist into the future. The back-
ground papers on the ASCC touch on this, especially those on migration 
and narrowing the development gap. The Asian Development Bank (ADB), 
for example, points out that the trend toward increasing inequalities within 
Asian societies has the potential to undermine social cohesion and stability 
and increase income disparities across countries; these could destabilize 
the region.10 Moreover, while the Gini coefficient in the developing parts of 
Asia (ranging from 28 to 51) is still lower than in Sub-Saharan Africa (rang-
ing from 30 to 66) and Latin America and the Caribbean (ranging from 45 
to 60), nevertheless, developing Asia compares poorly with other regions 
in regard to changes in inequality during the last decade. Here, the Gini 
coefficient worsened in 11 Asian countries, representing some 82 percent 
of the region’s population.11 

Urbanization will continue to rise. The global urban population will grow 
from the present 50 percent (3.5 billion of the world’s 7.1 billion people) 
to 60 percent (4.9 billion of the projected 8.3 billion people) in 2030.12 
Moreover, urbanization will occur in both the developed and developing 
worlds. In the developed world, the urban population is projected to rise 
by 5.7 percentage points to 81 percent, while that in the developing world 
is expected to rise by 9.9 percentage points to 55 percent.13 The urban-rural 
divide and other gaps across and within countries are likely to exacerbate 
existing inequities unless they are strategically addressed. They will remain 
drivers of migration both within and across countries, processes that feed 
into a cycle of development gaps, inequities, migration flows, and the at-
tendant multiple challenges they create for peoples and their governments. 
An understanding of these interconnected processes is seen in ASEAN’s 
emphasis on narrowing the development gap, even in its present limited 
application to only the economic dimensions of development.

Similarly, climate change and the increased intensity of natural disasters 
are likely to have severe consequences for peoples. Global warming has 
been linked to the increasing intensity of tropical storms and is projected 
to lead to an increase in the maximum wind speed by 0.5 on the Saffir-
Simpson scale by 2050. Since the 1970s, major tropical storms in both 
the Atlantic and Pacific regions have already increased in duration and 
intensity by 50 percent. Climate change has also raised the sea surface 
temperature by 0.5 percent, thereby increasing the number of major 
storms.14 By 2030, the average global temperature is expected to rise 
between 0.5 and 1.5 degrees Celcius, and developing societies are likely 
to suffer more than developed ones due to the fact that the former have 
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fewer social, technical, and financial resources to adapt to climate change 
than the latter and also because they are more dependent on agriculture 
than are developed societies.15

Indeed, if one looks at the occurrence of great natural disasters between 
1950 and 2006 in Asia Pacific, there has been an increase since the mid-
1980s. Particularly exposed to natural disasters, this region contributed 82 
percent of human fatalities from disasters between 1970 and 2011 and 80 
percent (or US$294 billion) of the total annual global economic losses due 
to disasters. Amidst the increase in the number, frequency, and intensity 
of natural disasters, the number of human fatalities in some subregions of 
Asia Pacific has declined mainly due to better disaster risk management, 
including early warning systems, disaster preparedness, and social safety 
nets.16 Surely, the lessons learned from the region’s major disasters such as 
Cyclone Nargis and Fukushima, discussed in Moe Thuzar’s paper, are of 
utmost value to ASEAN-Japan cooperation.

Demographic change is another global trend relevant to this study 
group. Population growth has accelerated in recent decades, growing 
from 5.3 billion in 1990 to 6.9 billion in 2011 and to a projected 8.3 billion 
in 2030. By 2030, the developing world is expected to post a growth of 
24 percent of its 2011 population of 5.7 billion, increasing to 7.0 billion 
people. This translates into greater challenges to developing societies than 
to those in the developed world, where its 1.2 billion population in 2011 is 
projected to grow to 1.3 billion people by 2030.17 No doubt, the achieve-
ment of many MDG targets on health and education in the developing 
world, including within ASEAN as demonstrated by Risako Ishii, is a key 
driver of this population growth.

Other dimensions of demographic change include the dramatic 50 per-
cent drop in the world’s one billion people living in extreme poverty by 2030, 
an expansion of the world’s middle class, the shrinking demographic arc of 
instability (where the 80 countries in 2012 whose median age was 25 years 
or less will shrink to 50 countries by 2030),18 and the rise in the number of 
people in urban areas already noted.

Among these dimensions, the study group focused on aging societies 
whose speedy rise is seen as a more defining challenge to East and Southeast 
Asia in the near future than to other parts of the world. A study states that 
unprecedented and widespread aging throughout the world, including 
Asia’s rich and developing societies, will result in acute labor shortages and 
precipitate mass global migration.19 That the phenomenon of population 
aging is already upon us cannot be ignored. The median age is projected to 
increase by five years (to age 34) globally, by 4.4 years (to age 44) in devel-
oped societies, and by 5.5 years (to 32 years) in developing societies by 2030.20



64   | BEYOND 2015

More telling and compelling in its conclusions, an ADB study warns of 
the consequences of an aging population for society. Recognized for its eco-
nomic dynamism, fast growth, and development, the shrinking share of the 
youth in Asia’s population will deprive the region of one of the main drivers 
of its past economic success and turn the region’s demographic dividend into 
a demographic tax.21 Even as there will be varying scenarios of this transi-
tion across Asia’s diverse economies—where the demographic dividend 
will continue until 2030 for societies that experienced their demographic 
transitions later, such as Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Philippines—the 
dividend will decline in 2021–2030 relative to 2011–2020.22 As the economic 
burden shifts to the younger population in aging Asia, there is an urgent 
need to address the welfare and future of the youth sector. 

Natural resource scarcities (especially food, water, and energy) that 
trigger cross-border conflicts are also expected to increase. By 2030, half of 
the global population is projected to live in areas of great water stress. The 
total demand of developed countries for water will increase by 40 percent, 
even as their share of global demand will decrease from 27 percent to 24 
percent, while the water withdrawal of developing countries is expected 
to increase by 58 percent, with agriculture accounting for the biggest share 
at 82 percent. Meanwhile, the world’s energy consumption is predicted to 
rise by 26 percentage points, with the demand from developed countries 
increasing only slightly (2.6 percent) and their share of global energy con-
sumption projected to fall to 35 percent. Much of the increased demand for 
energy is to come from the developing world, whose energy consumption is 
expected to grow by 45 percent and its share of global energy consumption is 
expected to rise to 64 percent.23 Both energy and water consumption relate 
to food availability, affordability, and accessibility to a global population 
that is projected to grow dramatically, as discussed above. 

In addition, there are 14 critical raw materials required for manufactur-
ing consumer goods as well as for other purposes, such as physical infra-
structure and military goods. The dependence of developed countries on 
imported raw materials from the developing world is expected to increase 
by 2030 and create risks of interstate conflict, transferring wealth from 
import-dependent countries to commodity suppliers as the price of met-
als skyrockets. Inequitable access to critical raw materials can also cause 
concerns especially in the high technology sector, where new technologies 
are hugely dependent on both minor as well as specialty metals.24 

The implications for migration of the above global trends make the 
urgent establishment of a credible and effective migration regime critical. 
Meanwhile, attention to human rights has also been on the rise. Not only 
has there been a shift in the development paradigm of donor countries to 
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a rights-based approach as shown by Amara Pongsapitch, but the sphere 
of human rights has also expanded to include nonstate actors, such as 
liberation movements within states and business actors. The arrival of hu-
man security on the global agenda since the mid-1990s no doubt helped 
the cause of human rights to rise in prominence globally. Since human 
security is seen as constituting two groups of freedom—freedom from 
fear and freedom from want—the conceptual connection between human 
security and international human rights principles is inevitable. Freedom 
from want can be generally linked to the wide scope of economic freedoms 
already recognized in international human rights instruments, primar-
ily the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(ICESCR), while freedom from fear can be linked to the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. 

The accountability of nonstate actors for human rights observance has 
been recognized in the 1986 Limburg Principles on the implementation of 
the ICESCR; the 1997 Maastricht Guidelines on violations of economic, 
social, and cultural rights; and more recently in the adoption by the UN 
Human Rights Council (UNHRC) of the study led by Prof. John G. 
Ruggie on the issue of human rights and transnational corporations and 
other business enterprises, which proposed guiding principles based on his 
“protect-respect-remedy” framework. This was subsequently reflected in the 
adoption by the UN General Assembly of “business and human rights” as 
one of the UN’s activities.

M a i n  F i n d i n g s

While high-level commitment and political will exist behind the ASEAN 
Community blueprints and the ASEAN-Japan POA 2011–2015, there has 
not been enough specific and sustained activity to implement priorities in 
those instances when priorities were set. Most of the projects have started 
and stopped at workshops, with little impact on the lives of the people for 
whom they are intended. 

For instance, the ASCC Blueprint and the POA are mainly aspirational 
statements. They need to be transformed into more implementable agen-
das, specific targets, and actionable plans. Moreover, while overlaps in the 
ASCC Blueprint (and among the ASEAN Community blueprints, for 
that matter) are unavoidable, they create confusion in implementation, 
dysfunctional turf wars, and inefficiencies. To be fully integrated, the 
ASCC priorities need to be linked to, and complement, the work carried 
out in the other community pillars. This becomes even more important 
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with the ever-increasing movement of people, culture, and information 
within and across countries.

The implementation of the ASCC Blueprint and the POA has been found 
to be insufficient thus far. This insufficiency is primarily because most of 
the priorities are largely the responsibility of national governments. The 
diverse levels of development in each country also hamper concerted 
regional action. Thus, ASEAN’s value has been more as a convener that 
facilitates further focused action at bilateral or subregional levels than as 
an implementing body.

Many good mechanisms exist, or are emerging, in areas like disaster 
resilience, including the ASEAN Coordinating Centre for Humanitarian 
Assistance as well as the ASEAN Agreement on Disaster Management and 
Emergency Response; and people-to-people exchanges in the education, 
culture, and youth spheres, including the ASEAN University Network 
and the Ship for Southeast Asian Youth Programme. However, more work 
is needed to assess regional readiness for ASEAN’s future role in disaster 
management and humanitarian action, achieve the MDGs, prepare to 
achieve the post-MDG agenda, effectively respond to the movement of 
peoples (especially migrant and unskilled workers), build an ASEAN 
identity and culture, and sustain people-to-people connectivity especially 
in education (formal, informal, etc.), youth, media (mainstream and social), 
and Internet use.

In the global community of nations, the ASEAN-Japan partnership can 
facilitate the further development of these activities as discussed in the study 
group’s background papers and outlined in the recommendations below.

R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  

The main findings made by the study group point to a number of recom-
mendations. The priority is on those that must be achieved by 2015 as a 
matter of great urgency.

The bottom-up approach of the ASCC also demands an inclusive and 
participatory process particularly because the ASCC responsibilities are 
far too important to be left to governments alone. Thus, civil society par-
ticipation is crucial, but it must begin with the formulation and design of 
projects undertaken by ASEAN singly or in partnership with others like 
Japan.  Moreover, building a sense of identity—the achievement of a “we 
feeling” among ASEAN’s peoples—cannot be realized if the security of 
the state sought by the security pillar or the economic prosperity sought 
by the economic pillar are not felt by the people on the ground. Hence, the 
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wellbeing of ASEAN peoples that the ASCC targets is both foundational 
and essential.

Building an ASEAN identity and culture urgently needs some deliberate 
advocacy in support of the concept of “ASEAN identity,” without which 
there can be no genuine ASEAN community. ASEAN’s diverse culture 
requires a coexistence of diverse forms of cultural relations, including lo-
cal heritage, cosmopolitanism, fusion culture, and cultural pluralism. To 
achieve this, the ASEAN-Japan partnership must take the following steps:

•	 Design	and	adopt	an	ASEAN	Identity	Project	that	celebrates	ASEAN	
cultural diversity.

•	 Support	the	ASEAN	Identity	Project	by	encouraging	civil	society	orga-
nizations (CSOs) to perform political and cultural functions for cultural 
groups, especially the marginalized among them who need support for 
social services and socio-cultural activities.

•	 Promote	ASEAN	awareness	and	strengthen	ASEAN	cultural	 identity	
through the following: 
1. Support for programs identified in the POA such as media partner-

ships, exchanges, and other person-to-person activities
2. Support for capacity building in new media technology together with 

the development of new content
3. Support for collaboration between Japan’s public broadcasting net-

work, NHK, and the other ASEAN broadcast networks at the regional 
and bilateral levels.

•	 Promote	cultural	creativity	and	industry	by	establishing	a	low–interest	
rate small and medium-sized cultural enterprises (SMCE) program loan 
to encourage ASEAN entrepreneurs who wish to venture into the new 
cultural market.

•	 Encourage	local	governments	to	develop	and	promote	innovative	people-
to-people exchanges  such as the following:
1. community-to-community exchanges
2. sister-city networks, including among ASEAN countries
3. community-based food and crafts enterprises (like Japan’s isson ippin 

“one community one product” model)
4. grassroots networks.

•	 Promote	ASEAN	consciousness	and	sense	of	community	through	pres-
ervation and promotion of ASEAN cultural heritage, highlighting the 
region’s unique cultural diversity.

•	 Promote	cultural	creativity	and	industry	by	supporting	local	crafts-
manship, SMCEs, and other innovative projects as activities to 



68   | BEYOND 2015

generate income and to strengthen an ASEAN sense of ownership 
and identity through, for example, grants and loans to governments 
and the private sector.

•	 Preserve	and	promote	ASEAN	cultural	heritage	through	the	following	
activities:
1. Supporting the revitalization of local culture, indigenous culture and 

knowledge, and cultural heritage as an alternative cultural process to 
counter globalism.  This process should help resist the spread of mass 
culture in manipulating the marginalized and the powerless

2. Supporting the concepts of cultural diversity, local cultures, and 
community identity by establishing a Cultural Heritage and Local 
Wisdom Fund.  

Regarding the MDGs and post-MDG issues, ASEAN countries must 
achieve the following by 2015: 

•	 Attend	to	gaps	in	MDG	implementation	within	countries,	while	priority	
is given to Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, and Vietnam (CLMV).

•	 Encourage	intrasectoral	coordination	of	initiatives	of	the	different	ASCC	
sectoral bodies, such as issue-based working groups. These groups could 
prioritize cooperation needs on a specific issue and harmonize coopera-
tion and other activities undertaken in the region.

•	 Utilize	regional	cooperation	resources	by	enhancing	the	coordination	
of South-South cooperation, the donor countries of which should align 
their cooperation with the ASCC’s regional priorities.

Similarly, ASEAN countries and Japan should accomplish the following 
by 2015: 

•	 Analyze	development	gaps	 in	MDG-related	 areas	 across	 and	within	
countries to prioritize the ASCC’s cooperation needs.

•	 Identify	potential	social	and	human	development	issues	that	may	become	
common regional problems, to be addressed in the post-MDGs era 
(e.g., social welfare in aging societies and falling birth rates, etc.). In this 
regard, Japanese experiences may be relevant and should be shared by 
having Japan’s CSOs play a more active role, working closely with CSOs 
in ASEAN countries.

	•	 Ensure	 that	projects	 funded	by	 Japanese	ODA	are	 aligned	with	 the	
ASCC’s regional priorities.

•	 Promote	knowledge	and	information	sharing	on	regional	best	practices	
and support experts in each policy area through a knowledge databank 
as proposed in the ASEAN MDGs Roadmap. This may be supported 
by the Japan ASEAN Integration Fund, or through regionwide projects 
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based on the Japan International Cooperation Agency ( JICA)–ASEAN 
cooperation agreement. 

•	 On	its	own,	Japan	should	consider	a	multilateral	cooperation	scheme	that	
would not be limited to the present Third Country Training Program. 
Joint projects should be initiated with donors to ASEAN’s South-South 
cooperation activities through greater flexibility in Japan’s ODA schemes.

The ASEAN-Japan partnership should take several steps to promote 
and protect human rights and welfare, especially of the most vulner-
able populations: 

•	 Support	activities	that	prevent	the	negative	impacts	of	development	on	
vulnerable peoples, including women, children and youth, the elderly, 
people with disabilities, indigenous peoples, and migrant workers.  An 
ASEAN Code of Conduct for Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 
should be developed to prevent negative social impacts on vulnerable 
groups and undesirable exploitation of natural resources.

•	 Support	CSR	and	business	and	human	rights	activities	of	Japanese	and	
ASEAN multinational firms, such as by establishing an award scheme 
honoring multinational firms with best practices in CSR and business 
and human rights programs.

•	 Support	social	safety	net	programs	for	humanitarian	assistance	and	hu-
man rights protection schemes for vulnerable groups.

•	 Strengthen	the	functioning	of	the	ASEAN	Commission	on	the	Promotion	
and Protection of the Rights of Women and Children. 

Since migrant workers are a huge sector in East Asia, the promotion and 
protection of rights of migrant workers is a priority. By 2015, the ASEAN-
Japan partnership should have achieved the following measures:

•	 Support	regional	and	bilateral	programs	at	the	national	level	to	promote	
and protect the rights of migrant workers.

•	 Establish	an	independent	body	for	promoting	migrant	workers’	rights	
(not intergovernmental or beholden to any governments) by 2015.

•	 Support	CSOs	working	on	migrant	workers’	 rights	 through	financial,	
programmatic, and other means.

•	 Take	the	following	steps	to	effectively	implement	the	POA:
1. Double their efforts to establish updated, reliable, and systematic 

datasets and information on migration
2. Conduct mapping exercises to identify the target groups, actors, and 

entry points for policy intervention
3. Develop a policy matrix for implementation by focusing on different 

programs to protect the rights and welfare of migrant workers.
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To improve disaster management networks and humanitarian action, 
ASEAN-Japan cooperation should do the following:                               

•	 Support	relevant	priorities	of	the	Initiative	for	ASEAN	Integration	such	
as rural infrastructure development, particularly in the CLMV countries, 
focusing on disaster-resilient structures in rural coastal communities 
exposed to natural disasters and other hazards.

•	 Strengthen	existing	capacities	in	ASEAN	member	countries	and	Japan	
for evaluating disaster risks and vulnerabilities, disaster preparedness, 
and resilience, especially in responding to complex disasters (such as 
Fukushima) requiring massive humanitarian operations.

•	 Undertake	national	and	regional	studies	that	assess	national	disaster	in-
ventory, system capacities, and needs, and further assist those that need 
to be developed and strengthened.

•	 Strengthen	disaster	awareness	education	in	the	communities	most	ex-
posed and vulnerable to natural hazards.

•	 Promote	greater	public	dialogue	and	discussion	on	disaster	preparedness,	
including government-NGO consultations.

•	 Develop	and	conduct	 sector-specific	 capacity-building	programs	 for	
government officials and CSOs to effectively manage disaster relief and 
emergency responses.

•	 Strengthen	institutions	and	human	capacities,	(including	local	CSOs)	
to respond to disasters and emergencies.

•	 Continue	enhancing	the	people-to-people	linkages	in	post-disaster	relief	
and reconstruction efforts, such as encouraging volunteerism, especially 
among the youth, to assist rehabilitation and recovery efforts in disaster-
affected areas.

•	 Strengthen	institutions	and	human	capacities	(including	local	CSOs)	to	
respond to disasters and emergencies.

•	 Support	and	complement	national	commitments	 to	common	objec-
tives under the MDGs and Rio+20 goals through existing bilateral, 
subregional, and regional frameworks, and identify priorities where 
capacity-building or other technical and financial support can comple-
ment and assist ASEAN members’ national commitments to common 
global undertakings for sustainable development.

•	 Support	greater	resilience	to	disasters	by	assisting	with	the	development	
of integrated approaches in environmental, economic, and social poli-
cies in ASEAN member countries that are most vulnerable or exposed 
to disasters.

To better connect people through education, youth activities, and the 
media, there is an urgent need to undertake measures leading up to 2015 to 
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promote awareness and knowledge about each other beyond the modali-
ties of traditional education and media, as well as to strengthen existing 
connectivity among youth in ASEAN countries and Japan. In this regard, 
ASEAN and Japan should do the following: 

•	 Strengthen	at	the	tertiary	level	multidisciplinary	ASEAN	studies	includ-
ing language education.

•	 Strengthen	existing	programs	involving	the	youth	in	ASEAN	and	Japan.
•	 Sustain	the	new	Japan–East	Asia	Network	of	Exchange	for	Students	and	

Youths Programme.

To narrow the development gap, there is an urgent need to broaden the 
concept of development beyond economic growth. The ASEAN-Japan 
partnership should work with diverse groups of people to identify gaps 
in development within and between ASEAN countries. The partnership 
should take the following steps:    

•	 Adopt	multidirectional	 funding	mechanisms	 for	bridging	 inequalities	
within ASEAN.

•	 Develop	partnerships	among	government,	private,	and	community-based	
organizations to improve the delivery of social services and narrow gaps 
and inequalities.

•	 Support	social	safety	net	programs	for	the	needy	CLMV	countries.
•	 Support	gender	empowerment	programs	for	all	ASEAN	countries.	

Recommendations for Actions Beyond 2015  

•	 ASEAN	 countries	 should	work	 continuously	 to	 identify	 devel-
opment gaps within the ASCC. Cities and communities can be 
supported or subsidized to keep the momentum for adequate 
human-centered development strong, similar to the Structural 
Funds of the European Union.

•	 ASEAN	countries	need	to	consider	post-MDG	issues	within	the	ASCC	
framework. Working groups for MDG-related issues could be developed 
as discussion arenas for emerging human-centered development issues. 
The databank is also a potential tool for sharing information and knowl-
edge among the ASEAN countries and with external regional partners 
including Japan.

•	 Both	ASEAN	countries	and	Japan should work together as partners for 
social development in prioritized cities and communities since many of 
the ASEAN countries will have graduated from Japanese ODA and will 
be likely to share common social problems with Japan.
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•	 Japan should pursue qualitative goals for development with ASEAN 
countries (e.g., beyond quantitative discussions of ODA). By this 
time, Japan can provide new shared goals for development regarding 
quality of life, such as food safety, risk management, rule of law, and 
good governance.

•	 Japan	should	 further	 reconsider	 its	ODA	schemes—especially	multi-
lateral ones—to enhance its flexibility to nurture its partnership with 
ASEAN. For example, the ODA scheme could open up its bidding system 
to contractors or experts from all countries in the region.

❖  ❖  ❖

Without doubt, the challenges facing ASEAN and Japan in their quest to 
strengthen their strategic partnership in the context of building the social 
pillar of the ASEAN Community are enormous. Not only is the scope of 
the ASCC Blueprint extremely broad, but most of the measures that are 
needed to realize it lie also at the national level. ASEAN countries are hugely 
diverse across many dimensions and the social impact that globalization 
has on them is also diverse. Their readiness to meet the demands of the 
blueprints for the ASEAN Community touch on national sovereignty, and 
their diverse capacities need to be relatively on par with one another. Thus, 
the notion of narrowing the development gap must be understood beyond 
its current narrow conception. 

Needless to say, there are antecedent measures that must be considered 
seriously by ASEAN member states if their organization is to succeed in 
realizing a people-centered ASEAN Community. Among these is a genuine 
rethinking of its operational norms that can begin with its charter. If ASEAN 
becomes more effective in undertaking these challenges, it will overcome a 
major hurdle toward creating a more effective partnership with Japan and 
other nations.

N o t e s

1. Preamble of the Charter of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations, adopted on 
November 20, 2007.

2. Section II Characteristics and Elements, paragraph 4 of the ASCC Blueprint; emphasis 
by the authors.

3. This project is the ASEAN-Japan Strategic Partnership in Southeast Asia funded by 
the Japan-ASEAN Integration Fund ( JAIF) and jointly convened by the Indonesian 
Centre for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS Jakarta) and the Japan Center for 
International Exchange ( JCIE).
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Figure 1. Logical Framework

Financial Cooperation in ASEAN 
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Financial cooperation is one important aspect of ASEAN integra-
tion. ASEAN, in its aspiration for integration by 2030, aims to be “RICH” 
( resilient, inclusive, competitive, and harmonious). Of these features, the one 
that is most relevant to this chapter is the first feature, which is that ASEAN 
aims to be a resilient economy by 2030. According to an Asian Development 
Bank (ADB) publication on the ASEAN 2030 aspiration, ASEAN 
needs macroeconomic and financial stability if it is going to be resilient. 
 Stability refers to conditions that are predictable and insusceptible to shocks 
from both domestic and external sources. Predictable macroeconomic 
variables help reduce unexpected risk and hence produce more efficient 
business flows. In brief, achieving macroeconomic and financial stability is 
important for the region’s business flows—and thus its integration—in its 
pursuit of a resilient economy as it moves toward ASEAN 2030. 
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Regional financial integration is important for several reasons. First, the 
more open an economy, the more exposed it is to external shocks. Therefore, 
cooperation is needed to anticipate the risks that countries face. Policy 
cooperation can be more economically beneficial than individual nations’ 
efforts to manage risks and prevent crises.1 Second, a larger market due 
to integration would improve cost efficiency. Financial cooperation tends 
to insure countries from country-specific shocks.2 Financial integration is 
also said to bring direct and indirect benefits, which consist of improving 
growth opportunities and lowering systemic risk.3

Since macroeconomic and financial stability needs at least financial sta-
bility, financial integration, exchange rate coordination, and fiscal policy 
coordination, this chapter addresses all of those elements except for fiscal 
policy. Each element is discussed starting with an overview of the impor-
tance or current level of progress on that element in ASEAN, followed by 
an explanation of the existing ASEAN-Japan initiatives in that element. 
The chapter draws policy recommendations in light of what ASEAN aims 
to achieve by 2030.  

Table 1.Topics covered by the chapter

Targets Initiatives/Actions

Financial stability CMIM

Financial integration
  through existing infrastructure/mechanism
  through a deeper/more developed market

ABF and ABMI

Exchange rate coordination An initative for RMU

Fiscal policy coordination Dialogues

It seems that ASEAN member countries have learned substantially about 
financial stability from the Asian financial crisis in 1997–1998. Currently 
the financial condition seems to be much less vulnerable than it was in 
1997–1998, at least in terms of currency and maturity mismatches. This is 
the result of the prudent policies that countries adopted. Central banks in 
Asia have strong mandates to execute monetary policy for financial stabil-
ity. That kind of mandate is not found on other continents. Also, since the 
global financial crisis began in 2008, several Asian countries have applied 
new regulations to control their capital flows in order to maintain the stabil-
ity of their exchange rates.4

The Chiang Mai Initiative Multilateralization (CMIM) serves as 
evidence of regional cooperation in providing financial safety nets. The 
reserve pool under the CMIM is apparently lower than the EU’s re-
gional financial arrangement (RFA), and the region’s access limit under 
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the CMIM is much lower than its access limit under the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF). Also, the reserves pool under the CMIM is very 
low compared with the total of the individual countries’ foreign reserves. 
It is worth mentioning that funds under the CMIM mechanism have never 
been used despite the mechanism being in existence since 2010. Hence, 
either its effectiveness has never been tested or it is not effective enough 
for any country to have wanted to make use of it since 2010. Along with 
the CMIM, the ASEAN+3 Macroeconomic Research Office (AMRO) 
has also been operating since 2010. Its function as a surveillance unit on 
the macroeconomic condition of the ASEAN+3 countries needs to be 
strengthened in both capacity and authority. 

The process of financial integration in Southeast Asia runs slowly. There 
are relatively few intraregional financial transactions, and people prefer 
to conduct financial transactions at home, probably because they think 
that they know domestic financial markets better than foreign ones. The 
literature also reveals possible explanations for this sluggish progress of 
regional financial integration: shallow financial infrastructure, relatively 
low capital account liberalization, relatively high exchange rate volatility, 
differences in the level of development, and differences in geographical 
settings and languages.5 The Asian Bond Fund (ABF) and the Asian Bond 
Markets Initiative (ABMI) are ASEAN+3 initiatives set up to address this 
lack of financial integration with the specific purpose of developing local 
bond markets. 

High exchange rate volatility inhibits businesses in the region. This situ-
ation calls for exchange rate coordination. However, the idea of forming a 
regional monetary unit (RMU) should be assessed cautiously to determine 
whether the coordination that would result from its introduction is more 
beneficial than the restrictions it would generate as authorities would lose 
part of their sovereignty.   

A S E A N:  F i n a n c i a l  St a b i l i t y  a n d  I n t e g r a t i o n

Level of Stability

Masahiro Kawai and Peter Morgan emphasize the significant risk of finan-
cial crisis, which suggests the need for macroprudential policy (i.e., policy 
dealing with systemic risks). They believe that Asian economies are subject 
to large and volatile international capital flows.6 According to Kawai and 
Shinji Takagi, large capital flows are prone to the following risks:
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a. Macroeconomic risk in which large capital flows may induce excessive 
domestic credit growth, economic overheating reflected by high inflation, 
and appreciation of real exchange rates. In the end, all of these may lead 
to unsustainable economic growth. 

b. Financial instability, in terms of maturity and currency mismatches.
c. Sudden reversal of capital flows, which may lead to depreciation of ex-

change rates.7

Learning from the Asian financial crisis of 1997–1998, there are at least 
two indicators that countries should be concerned with to avoid a recur-
rence of the crisis: currency mismatch and maturity mismatch. Currency 
mismatches occur when there is a difference between foreign-currency 
liabilities and export earnings. Table 2 shows that the recent ratio is much 
lower than that of a decade and a half ago.  

Maturity mismatches are the dif-
ference between long-term illiquid 
assets and short-term debts.  Figure 
2 shows that the ratios in Asia are 
higher than those in Latin America 
and Central and Eastern Europe. 

According to the ADB report, 
Singapore has excessive credit 

Figure 2. Reserves to external financing requirement, 2009 (percent)

Notes: Gross international reserves (December 2008) as a percent of external debt maturing in 2009 
(projected) plus projected current account deficit for 2009 (zero, if current account is in surplus).

Source:  Morris Goldstein and Daniel Xie (2009), “The Impact of the Financial Crisis in Emerging 
Asia,” Working Paper 09-11, Peterson Institute for International Economics, Washington DC. 

Table 2. External debt to export   
earnings (percent)

2010 2007 1997
Indonesia  101  100  209 
Malaysia  32  28  49 
Philippines  103  102  105 
Thailand  30  24  144 

Source: CEICData.com.
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growth, asset price bubbles, and banking vulnerabilities. It also points out 
that Indonesia is experiencing risky capital flow and exchange rate 
volatility.8And in the past few years, Singapore, together with China and 
Hong Kong, have witnessed soaring housing prices, which is seen as a sign 
of new speculative bubbles.9

The portrait of financial stability can also be seen by looking at the central 
banks’ mandates toward financial stability.10 Table 3 depicts the level of 
mandates owned by central banks of various countries for financial stability 
in their respective economies. The assessed mandates include those ad-
dressing the banking, payment, and financial systems. Thailand, Malaysia, 
and the Philippines have strong banking system mandates relative to the 
other countries in the table. And these three countries adopted explicit 
monetary policies to achieve their financial stability objectives while many 
other countries in the table did not. 

Moreover, central banks use monetary policy instruments and macropru-
dential policy tools to achieve financial stability. Monetary policy instru-
ments, through open market operations and reserve ratio requirements, 
manage the supply of and demand for money. Macroprudential policy 

Table 3. Financial stability–related mandates of central banks in 2009

Source: Adapted from Bank for International Settlements (2011), cited in Masahiro Kawai and 
Peter J. Morgan, “Central Banking for Financial Stability in Asia,” Public Policy Review 8, no. 3 
(2012): 215–46.
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tools are designed to lessen the likelihood of systemic financial crisis. The 
macroprudential policy tools adopted by some ASEAN member countries 
include loan-to-value ratios, tighter lending criteria, tighter supervision, 
exposure limits on specific sectors, capital surcharges for systemically im-
portant banks, and limits on currency mismatches.11

Managing capital flow is another tool to control exchange rate fluctua-
tion, and some countries have recently used this tool to maintain financial 
stability. In 2010, Indonesia imposed a minimum one-month holding period 
on central bank notes, and in 2006, Thailand imposed an unremunerated 
reserve requirement (30 percent) on loans, bonds, mutual funds, swaps, and 
non-resident baht accounts. Then in 2008, Thailand put limits on commer-
cial banks’ net foreign currency exposure and in 2010 imposed a 15 percent 
withholding tax on capital gains and interest income on foreign bonds.12

In all, financial stability in terms of currency and maturity mismatches 
has been well controlled. From a policy perspective, Southeast Asian cen-
tral banks’ mandates for financial stability were relatively strong. Likewise, 
macroprudential tools and recent measures regulating capital flows indicate 
the good will of the Southeast Asian authorities to create financial stability. 

C h i a n g  M a i  I n i t i a t i v e  M u lt i l a t e r a l i z a t i o n

The ASEAN+3 Finance Ministers and Central Bank Governors’ Meeting 
in Manila in May 2012 resulted in an agreement to double the size of the 
reserve pool under the CMIM without changing the share of contributions. 
ASEAN contributes 20 percent and China, Japan, and Korea contribute 80 
percent. The meeting also agreed to increase the portion of the fund that a 
country can access without being linked with the IMF-adjustment program; 
it used to be 20 percent but it is now 30 percent of a country’s access limit. 
Table 4 shows members’ contributions to the CMIM, their maximum swap 
amounts, and voting rights. Moreover, the meeting agreed on new CMIM 
facilities for its members: a precautionary line (PL) for crisis prevention 
mechanisms and a stability facility (SF) for crisis resolution mechanisms. 
A country may use a PL or an SF up to the maximum swap amount. The 
maturity period of a PL and a non-IMF binding SF is six months, with three 
renewals, supporting a total period of two years. Meanwhile, the maturity 
period of IMF-linked SFs is one year with two renewals, supporting a total 
period of three years.    

Ideally, the RFA’s assistance to its members does not need to be linked 
to an IMF-adjustment program. In East Asia, assistance is usually needed 
to overcome a short-term liquidity problem in the market. Linking the 
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RFA’s facility with IMF programs to address this problem would lead the 
beneficiary to bear political costs that are higher than its economic benefit.13 
Furthermore, the IMF link reduces the amount of money that CMIM 
members can enjoy. Under the CMIM arrangement, only 30 percent of each 
member’s access limit can be used without an IMF-adjustment program. 
This of course diminishes a country’s preference to make use of the CMIM, 
as IMF stigma is still attached to those economies. For example, Indonesia 
has a right to swap up to US$22.8 billion according to the agreement; how-
ever, merely US$6.8 billion is de-linked from the IMF and can be used by 
the country. This amount is insignificant compared with the country’s own 
foreign reserves of around US$105 billion in 2013. Therefore, in this case, 
the linkage with the IMF lessens the relevance of the RFA to its member 
economies because when crisis strikes, countries would rely on their own 
foreign reserves instead of the CMIM. Hal Hill and Jayant Menon demon-
strate that this will also occur even for ASEAN’s newer, smaller members, 
Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, and Vietnam.14 Hill and Menon illustrate the 
insufficiency of the CMIM facility by reflecting on the Asian financial cri-
sis experience and mention that during the crisis Thailand and Indonesia 

Table 4. CMIM contributions, purchasing multiple, and maximum swap 
amount

Countries

Financial 
 contribution 
(billion US$)

Share  
(percent)

Purchasing  
multiple

Maximum swap 
amount  

(billion US$)
Plus Three 192000 80.000 117.3
Japan 76.80 32.000 0.5 38.4
PRC PRC 76.8 68.4 32 28.5 0.5 34.2

Hong Kong, 
China

8.4 3.5 2.5 6.3

Rep. of Korea 38.400 16.000 10 38.4
ASEAN 48.000 20.000 126.2

Indonesia 9.104 3.793 2.5 22.76
Thailand 9.104 3.793 2.5 22.76
Malaysia 9.104 3.793 2.5 22.76
Singapore 9.104 3.793 2.5 22.76
Philippines 9.104 3.793 2.5 22.76
Vietnam 2.000 0.833 50 10
Cambodia 0.240 0.100 50 1.2
Myanmar 0.120 0.050 50 0.6
Brunei 0.060 0.025 50 0.3
Laos 0.060 0.025 50 0.3

Total 240.000 100.000 243.5

Source: “Fact Sheet: CMIM Contributions, Purchasing Multiple, Maximum Swap Amount and 
Voting-Power Distribution,” http://www.amro-asia.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/Fact-
Sheet-at-AFMGM+3-in-Manila.pdf.
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received US$17 billion and US$40 billion respectively as emergency funds 
while currently their IMF-delinked CMIM rights are US$6.8 billion. 

A further decrease of IMF-linked funds is one action that could be taken 
to raise the level of funds countries can use. Another option is expanding 
the membership to include Australia, New Zealand, and India. Chalongpob 
Sussangkarn argues that more members means a larger reserve pool, and 
he thinks that these countries together with current CMIM contributors 
should be included because they are members of the East Asia Summit.15 
This may be a good proposal since many regionalization processes under 
the East Asia Summit overlap with ones under ASEAN+3, which com-
prises CMIM members. Hill and Menon add that having a large number 
of members would serve the principle of risk diversification. Economic 
crisis may hit any country in the group, possibly spreading to neighboring 
countries. Having a larger number of members therefore increases the 
possibility that more countries will be unaffected by the crisis and thus can 
assist those hit by it.16

In addition to size, another key to the functioning of the CMIM is time. 
The execution of the fund should be fast enough to halt the spread of the 
crisis. Moreover, the certainty of assistance should not lead to moral hazard. 
Hill and Menon point out that the disbursement of the CMIM facility fund 
is time consuming, as it requires a high-level meeting of representatives 
from all member countries.17 This is contrary to the bilateral swaps, which 
can be disbursed quickly. The inability of the CMIM to provide quick and 
liquid funds may lead to its irrelevancy as members prefer bilateral swaps 
to the CMIM facility.     

Theoretically, regional assistance should step in first as economies in the 
region are usually more connected and therefore have stronger interest in 
avoiding contagion. Furthermore, neighboring countries usually obtain 
information about a country’s problems faster than others do as a result 
of their geographic proximity. In cases in which an RFA has a surveillance 
unit—like the CMIM with AMRO—the monitoring unit is expected to 
watch the members’ economies more intensively than the IMF does for its 
near universal group of members. Therefore, regional support in this case 
is likely to be the first line of defense for an economy in a critical moment. 
If short-term support from the region does not solve the issue, then IMF 
support might be needed even with its conditionality. 

Moral hazard may appear as a result of the size and certainty of the CMIM 
safety nets. However, at this stage the probability of moral hazard occurring 
seems relatively low, as fund disbursement requires a long administrative 
and decision-making procedure. Nonetheless, the likelihood of moral 
hazard can be lowered with the establishment of an effective surveillance 
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unit. The CMIM has AMRO as its surveillance unit, and its presence should 
lessen countries’ tendencies to adopt imprudent economic policies. The 
publication of regular economic reviews produced by the unit should put 
pressure on the economy to improve its performance. This situation would 
also create peer pressure among member economies, which can encourage 
governments to manage their economies well.18 Consequently, the unit 
should produce credible economic reviews. Given this responsibility, Hill 
and Menon think that AMRO should decide who should receive funds 
from the CMIM facility and how the funds should be given at any point in 
time. While AMRO currently cooperates with multilateral institutions such 
as the ADB and the IMF, Hill and Menon emphasize that AMRO should 
have the final say regarding the amount of loans and conditionality given 
to members. Here, the independence of AMRO is very important for swift 
disbursement as well as for the CMIM to remain relevant to its members.19 
According to Hill and Menon, the IMF should be a complementary, instead 
of the primary, source of funds for the region.20

F i n a n c i a l  I n t e g r a t i o n

Level of Integration

A financial market is said to be well functioning when it helps boost the real 
sector and when funds can move freely according to the rate of return. A 
well-functioning integrated financial market in ASEAN will provide liquid-
ity and trade financing useful for advancing intraregional trade as well as 
infrastructure development. However, ASEAN financial markets are highly 
segmented with few cross-border transactions. According to IMF data from 
2009, only 8.3 percent of Southeast Asia’s outward securities portfolios 
were invested in the region. Moreover, the 2010 data show that although 
Asians owned 23 percent of the world’s total invested assets, which is equal 
to US$7.4 trillion, only 6 percent of that amount was managed in Asia. The 
majority is invested in North American and Western European countries.21

There are a number of possible reasons for this. First, price differences 
between two countries’ financial services reflect the differences in under-
lying risks of those services. Moreover,  information asymmetry is by its 
nature prevalent in every financial transaction. As a result, people prefer 
to transact with an institution that they think they know. Second, there is 
a mismatch in the quality of investment instruments that Asian investors 
want to hold and that Asian companies offer. This is one reason why Asians 
prefer intermediation in New York or London.
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One study that compares real integration and financial integration in East 
Asia finds that real integration has been advancing fast but that financial 
integration lags behind. Increasing intraregional trade among countries in 
the region is evidence that integration based on goods proceeds rapidly. The 
East Asian goods market is integrated both regionally and globally. On the 
other hand, regional financial markets are integrated relatively more with 
global markets than with each other.22

Another study utilizes the gravity model to investigate the determinants 
of financial integration in East Asia. It finds that integration is impeded 
by underdeveloped financial infrastructure, a low level of capital account 
liberalization, and higher exchange rate volatility in East Asia as compared 
with Europe.23

An earlier study asks the question as to why there has been less financial 
integration in Asia than in Europe. It finds that the reasons include very 
different levels of economic development as well as differences in other 
factors such as geographic settings and languages. The authors also suggest 
that, since intraregional exports as a percentage of GDP are only a third of 
what they are in Europe, Asia needs additional cross-border financing to 
support further intraregional trades.24

The argument that one reason why financial markets in East Asia are 
less integrated is that financial infrastructure is underdeveloped implies 
that well-developed markets are one condition for a well-integrated re-
gional market. While the development gap among financial markets is 
large, in general they are underdeveloped. To be more precise, Cambodia, 
Laos, Myanmar, and Vietnam have yet to build solid banking systems.25 
Meanwhile, ASEAN-6 members need to make huge efforts to develop their 
capital markets, such as the corporate bond market. In 2010, the size of the 
Asia Pacific bond market was only one tenth of the size of the equity market. 
Furthermore, the shallow nature of the capital market is reflected by the fact 
that 74 percent of the Asia Pacific debt market in 2010 was denominated 
only in renminbi and not fully traded or marketed.26

A s i a n  B o n d  F u n d  2

The Asian Bond Fund 2 (ABF2) was launched to develop and integrate 
the regional market.27 The initiative, which was born in December 2004, 
aims to invest US$2 billion in government and semi-government bonds is-
sued in eight places (China, Hong Kong, Korea, Singapore, Indonesia, the 
Philippines, Malaysia, and Thailand) and denominated in local currencies. 
The objectives of the initiative are to increase the liquidity of the bond 
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market, stimulate the market’s activity, and encourage regulatory reform 
and improvement of market infrastructure. Different from the ABMI, the 
objective of which is to support the bond’s suppliers so that governments 
and corporations may have additional financing sources through bond is-
suance, the ABF emphasizes its focus on the demand side, which is meant 
to invigorate local bond markets by both domestic and foreign investors.

A 2012 study to evaluate the performance of the ABF2 found that it has 
served its purpose to a certain extent. The study demonstrates the success of 
the ABF2 by showing the emergence of interdealer brokers as market makers 
to the newly issued bonds in the eight countries. The authors provide figures 
of outstanding government and corporate bonds in 2005 and 2010 for every 
country wherein the amounts rose substantially over the years. These indi-
cate a higher degree of market activity and participation of a larger number 
of market players. They also mention that several countries relaxed their 
restrictions on non-resident investors to increase the market’s transaction 
volume. For example, Malaysia, Thailand, and Korea removed their regula-
tion of withholding tax on interest income to nonresidents. Malaysia and 
Thailand also allowed foreign parties to issue bonds denominated in their 
local currencies. The authors of the study assert that these policy changes 
were the result of the ABF2 initiative. However, the study notes that liquidity 
is still a major challenge in the corporate bond markets.28

It is worth noting that this need to remove barriers to foreign investors 
implies that more integrated markets may be contradictory to the objec-
tive of financial stability. More intense cross-border capital flow, while 
indicating less-segmented markets, may threaten the financial stability of 
an economy. And risk of sudden capital flight would jeopardize the host 
economy. This has led some countries to put restrictions on capital flows. 
Thus, there is a trade-off between financial stability and financial integra-
tion to some extent.29 In line with this idea, Philip Turner observed that in 
normal times, foreign capital inflow provides a great deal of liquidity, but 
too much of it may trigger a crisis. Therefore, he suggests that an economy 
not be too dependent on foreign capital but have a solid domestic investor 
base.30 This idea is in line with the development of local bond markets. In 
addition to developing local bond markets, one prerequisite for integrat-
ing financial markets is the adoption of a solid regulatory framework. As 
Mitsuhiro Osada and Masashi Saito found in their study, countries with 
good institutions and well-developed financial markets could benefit more 
from financial integration.31
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A s i a n  B o n d  M a r k e t s  I n i t i a t i v e

Another initiative to develop the region’s financial markets is the ASEAN+3 
ABMI. The initiative, which was born in 2002, was a reaction to the 
Asian financial crisis of 1997–1998. The crisis was triggered by a sudden 
reversal of capital flight in the face of currency and maturity mismatches. 
Afterward, policymakers were aware of the need to lessen their dependency 
on short-term foreign capital, so they tried to build solid domestic bond 
markets whereby domestic savings could be channeled to local currency– 
denominated bonds.  Therefore, the ABMI was introduced to develop local 
currency bond markets. To achieve this purpose, the ABMI makes efforts to 
increase the number of bond issuers; expand the types of bonds to include 
those issued by foreign authorities, national governments, and corporations; 
and create a conducive environment for the bond market to grow.

Although the 2008 New ABMI Roadmap is not binding for the ASEAN+3 
member countries and does not have specific numeric targets within a 
certain timeframe, A. Noy Siackhachanh reports on several success stories 
concerning the ABMI during the period from 2002 to 2012.32 First, over 
that period, the size of government bonds outstanding in the region rose 
more than five times to US$3.77 trillion by the end of 2011. The share of lo-
cal currency government bonds to GDP also rose for each country except 
for Indonesia and the Philippines, since those two countries had recently 
brought their fiscal deficits under control. Second, there have been many 
new issuers of domestic currency bonds such as national governments, 
state-owned enterprises, the ADB, the World Bank Group, the International 
Finance Corporation, the Japan Bank for International Corporation, 
multinational corporations, foreign banks, and policy banks. New issuers 
emerged because countries changed their policies to allow those institu-
tions to issue bonds. Siackhachanh asserts that the foreign institutions 
bring about positive impact to the newly emerging domestic bond markets 
through their international standards of practice in bond issuance. Local 
market participants can then learn from and imitate the foreign institutions’ 
practices. Third, the share of local currency corporate bonds to GDP for 
China, Korea, the Philippines, Thailand, Malaysia, and Vietnam rose over 
the 10-year period. Siackhachanh argues that this is the result of the better 
environment created for the market through, for example, generation of 
the yield curve as the benchmark of bond prices and improved and more 
liberal capital market regulation.33

Despite the recent developments in the countries’ bond markets, 
Siackhachanh also notes the limitations of bond markets in the region. First, 
the number of issuers is limited. For instance, 94 percent of Indonesia’s 
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corporate bond outstanding value is issued by only 50 firms, and 70 percent 
of Thailand’s corporate bond outstanding value is issued by only 30 firms. 
Furthermore, the majority of the issuing firms are state-owned enterprises. 
Second, many of the bond markets are not deep or liquid.34A market is deep 
and liquid if the size of bond outstanding is above US$100–200 billion.35 
Only China, Korea, and Malaysia have exceeded this threshold.      

Moreover, ASEAN+3 policymakers have an ongoing discussion on many 
aspects such as market infrastructure and standardization of regulations. 
Standardization of credit rating, accounting, and bankruptcy procedures 
are examples of issues they are now discussing.   

Thus, it is clear that despite the improvement brought about by the ABF 
and the ABMI, local bond markets still need to be strengthened on the 
demand and supply sides, with the purpose of creating a solid domestic 
investor base that is resilient to crises and ready for regional and interna-
tional integration. 

E x c h a n g e  R a t e  C o o r d i n a t i o n

As ASEAN aims to be a resilient economy, which can be translated as 
macroeconomic and financial stability, the region should attempt to sta-
bilize exchange rates. Intra-Asian exchange rate volatility tends to harm 
trade more than benefit it due to the intense production networks in the 
region.36 Depreciation of currency A against currency B in the region 
would lower import demand of B from A. The low demand will also 
reduce country A’s need for parts and components from B. Hence, trade 
is reduced because of the depreciation. In this respect, coordination of 
exchange rate policies among countries in the region is needed. One idea 
is to have greater coordination in exchange rates through the introduction 
of an RMU. An RMU may serve one or more of several purposes. First, the 
RMU is calculated as a weighted average of member countries’ currencies, 
and then each currency is seen relative to the RMU. This would lead to 
more stable currencies, as the RMU serves as a surveillance tool for the 
region’s exchange rates. Second, the RMU can be used in the RFAs like 
the CMIM. An RMU may also play a role in special drawing rights in the 
IMF. Calculations of contributions and withdrawals can be done in the 
RMU. The stabilizing mechanism is that countries that can maintain the 
stability of their exchange rates may be rewarded with higher multiples 
and countries whose exchange rates fluctuate heavily will merely obtain 
lower multiples. This would lead to a convergence of exchange rates. Third, 
the RMU may serve as an alternative to international reserve assets. The 
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idea, supported by China, is to make the RMU a supranational currency. 
Fourth, the RMU would be introduced with the objective of having a single 
currency like the euro in the European Union.37

A survey of ASEAN+3 leaders found that leaders think that the most chal-
lenging aspects to realizing the idea of an RMU are political and institutional. 
Regarding the political aspects, it may not be easy to agree on currencies 
and their respective weights to be calculated as the benchmark of the RMU. 
Regarding institutional aspects, leaders think that there is no institution 
capable of taking responsibility to establish the RMU. The authors of the 
survey suggest using the proportion of CMIM voting weights as the basis for 
the RMU’s calculation. They also suggest delegating the tasks of preparing 
the technical aspects of the RMU and establishing it to AMRO.38  However, 
AMRO’s website explicitly states that its core objectives are (1) to address 
balance of payment and short-term liquidity difficulties in the region and 
(2) to supplement existing international financial arrangements.Therefore, 
preparing the technical aspects of the RMU may not be a priority for AMRO, 
which is a relatively new institution that is now struggling to gain relevance 
as a surveillance unit of the CMIM. 

While pursuing exchange rate stability through an RMU as a surveillance 
tool might enhance further integration in the region, there are at least two 
points that should be heeded if the region is to work toward the final aim 
of a single currency. First, member countries should exhibit more or less 
similar trends in macroeconomic variables such as inflation. Coordinating 
exchange rates of countries with similar movements of economic variables 
would be beneficial to every member economy. However, a single currency 
for countries with very large development gaps can be disadvantageous for 
certain members. The application of a single currency implies the release 
of a country’s sovereignty over exchange rate policy tools even though the 
tools are crucial when the country needs to adjust its economy against 
shocks. Hence, a single currency allows its member countries to fall into 
crisis, which could possibly contiguously expand to its neighbors. Greece’s 
experience with the euro seems strong enough to validate this opinion. 
Second, it may not be easy for Asian countries to peg their exchange rates 
relative to the RMU, as suggested as a purpose above, since Asian countries 
just removed their pegs in the 1980s and 1990s.           

Wa y  F o r wa r d  t o  A S E A N  2 0 3 0

As mentioned at the outset of this chapter, ASEAN aspires to be “RICH” 
by 2030: (1) managing macroeconomic and financial stability for resilience, 
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(2) promoting economic convergence and equitable growth to ensure inclu-
siveness, (3) using and developing comparative advantages and innovation 
for competitiveness, and (4) nurturing natural resources and sustaining 
the environment for harmonious growth.39 Maintaining macroeconomic 
and financial stability are challenges that have to be overcome if the region 
is to have a resilient economy. Cooperation among countries to achieve 
macroeconomic and financial stability has at least two objectives. The first 
objective is to further support the enhancement of a real sector wherein 
intraregional trade growth has been very high. Favorable macroeconomic 
and financial systems would help tap the region’s growth opportunities. 
The second objective is to anticipate hand-in-hand the likelihood of crisis 
and thus maintain economic stability against shock.

Several recommendations can be made based on this author’s findings. 
Southeast Asian economies are in general less vulnerable to financial insta-
bility than they were in 1997 in terms of currency and maturity mismatches. 
However, there are risks associated with macroeconomic stability, includ-
ing among others the housing price bubble and excessive credit growth 
that Singapore is facing and the volatile capital flows and exchange rate 
movement that Indonesia is facing.40 Nevertheless, most Asian countries 
currently adopt prudent policies to maintain stability, policies related to 
the financial, banking, and payment systems. The existing ASEAN-Japan 
initiative for financial stability is the CMIM, an arrangement of ASEAN 
plus China, Japan, and Korea to keep a reserve pool of US$240 billion to be 
disbursed to any member country disrupted by unexpected shocks. This 
initiative is explicitly written in other forms of ASEAN-Japan cooperation 
(see table 5).

Given the fact that the CMIM and AMRO have never proved effective at 
preventing or resolving crises, in the short run Japan is very much expected 
to strengthen the CMIM as the region’s safety net and AMRO as the sur-
veillance unit with the following goals:

1. That the CMIM have sufficient funds for crisis prevention and crisis resolu-
tion in the event that a crisis strikes one or more of its members. While 
the amount of funds that will be sufficient is unpredictable, the amount 
of emergency funds deployed to deal with the Asian financial crisis in 
1998 can be a good reference. In addition, the amount should not be too 
small relative to countries’ foreign reserves and their IMF borrowing 
limits if the CMIM wants to gain relevancy. 

2. That AMRO make independent decisions on disbursing the facility funds 
regarding the timing, amount, and conditionality. 

3. That AMRO produce a transparent assessment of members’ economies.   
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The financial integration process in East Asia has been moving slowly. 
The economies in the region are more integrated globally than regionally. 
A few probable reasons include the tendency to avoid the risk of investing 
money in foreign financial markets due to lack of information on foreign 
markets and unpredictable exchange rates, unattractiveness of financial 
products due to the dearth of innovation and shallow financial develop-
ment, countries giving different treatment to foreign and domestic inves-
tors, the persistence of the development gap, and differences in language 
and geographical distance. Existing ASEAN-Japan initiatives include 
the ABF and the ABMI. Both aim for development of domestic bond 
markets. The ABF2 invests US$2 billion in local-currency bonds in eight 
countries. Meanwhile, the ABMI encourages bond issuance by govern-
ment, private, and other institutions and improves regulatory frameworks 
and infrastructure. Recommendations for Japan should focus on ASEAN 
financial development. 

1. Japan should help equip the market with infrastructure, such as clear 
rules for various markets (e.g., the derivative and repurchase agreement 
markets). As building soft infrastructure like this usually takes time, this 
may be tackled as medium-term cooperation.

2. Japan, through its various institutions, should increase its purchase of 
ASEAN’s local-currency bonds in order to stimulate the growth of the 
market. This should be done in the short run as some initiatives to develop 
local-currency bonds have already been implemented.

Table 5: ASEAN-Japan financial cooperation

ASEAN 2030
Jakarta 

Framework

ASEAN- 
Japan Plan of 

Action
Tokyo 

Declaration
Bali 

Declaration

ASEAN-Japan  
Comprehensive 

Economic 
Partnership

Trade finance, 
relating to ASEAN 
export credit 
agencies

x x

ASEAN 
Infrastructure Fund

x x

Asian Bond Markets 
Initiatives

x x

AMRO x x

CMIM x x

Source: Author’s research, drawing on information from the ASEAN+3 Macroeconomic 
Research Office, www.amro-asia.org.

Note: x represents the existence of the initiative in each form of ASEAN-Japan cooperation.
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3. Japan should involve itself in promoting financial literacy among ASEAN 
countries to reduce asymmetric access to information so that people 
have enough knowledge to invest in capital markets both at home and 
abroad. As learning is an ongoing process at all times and new innovation 
in financial markets will always occur, promoting financial literacy should 
be seen as a continuous mode of cooperation.  

Exchange rate coordination is also believed to enhance the business sec-
tor, and the idea has been floated of building an RMU—a unit of accounting 
formulated from Asian local currencies with a range of levels of functions 
from surveillance to use as a single regional currency. Nevertheless, formu-
lating an RMU will involve political will. The race for influence by China 
and Japan should not jeopardize the economic interests of other countries 
in the region or disturb the purpose of exchange rate coordination. One 
should also consider what the final goal of an RMU is and whether the goal 
benefits all economies. This should be done while reflecting on what has 
happened in the EU, where several countries are locked in their commit-
ment to euro application, which then exposes their economies to calamity. 
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Sustainable Development:  
Food Security and Social Safety Nets 

in the CLMV Countries1

Vo Tri Thanh

As the newer members of ASEAN, Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, and 
Vietnam (CLMV) consider deeper regional economic integration as a 
necessary and unavoidable process that will ultimately benefit them but 
will also present challenges. In this context, the key question for the CLMV 
countries is how they can catch up with the more advanced economies in the 
region given their limited resources and the limitations on their knowledge 
and practical experience.  

While advocating rapid and sustainable development in the longer term, 
the CLMV countries need to address several challenges inherent in their 
socioeconomic situation that may be magnified as ASEAN integration 
deepens. On the one hand, the CLMV countries are in the early stages of 
development and still experience a sizeable development gap with respect 
to ASEAN-6.2 On the other hand, the CLMV countries face a severe lack 
of institutional and financial capacity to properly address the impacts of 
adverse shocks. Finally, social structures with sizeable proportions of people 
living in or near poverty or in disadvantaged areas give rise to much concern 
over the sustainability of social stability, especially in the presence of shocks.

In that context, ensuring both food security and effective social safety 
nets aimed at more sustainable development plays a critical role in ensur-
ing more viable participation in the regional economic integration process. 
Each of the CLMV countries has its own framework for food security and 
social safety nets, and they remain heterogeneous in terms of financial ca-
pacity, demographic structure, and institutional settings that may in turn 
affect the sustainability of food security and social safety nets themselves. 
In that context, intra-CLMV support is important, and it may take the form 

6
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of technical support, agricultural trade, or other forms of budgetary sup-
port. As such, this chapter discusses the current state of social safety nets 
and food security in the CLMV countries with reference to how they may 
impede sustainable development in the long run. 

C o n c e p t s  o f  S o c i a l  S a f e t y  N e t s  a n d  
F o o d  S e c u r i t y 

Social protection has several definitions depending on the scope it covers. 
Aris Ananta provides a rather good recapitulation of the concept. In its 
most primitive form, social protection is narrowly defined as being inclu-
sive of interventions in the labor market, social insurance, and social safety 
nets. Accordingly, social protection only comprises activities related to the 
protection of child laborers, protection of industrial relations, pensions, 
and social funds to support vulnerable groups.3 Although these represent 
specific areas of popular concern in most countries, social protection should 
occupy a wider scope. Specifically, social protection should cover all public 
interventions that enable individuals, households, and communities to 
manage risks and support the critically poor.4 In other words, a social pro-
tection system should directly target poverty and vulnerability and cover 
all efforts to minimize incidences of each. The focus of the social protection 
system thus changes from short-term “social safety nets and social funds” 
to protection of basic consumption levels, particularly for poor groups, and 
to investment in human capital to help people escape the intergenerational 
poverty trap.5 In this regard, social protection serves as an attempt by the 
state to correct market failures, which happen at times and can lead to a 
severe deterioration in people’s living standards.

Within the social protection system, thus, food security and social safety 
nets play important roles. In the first instance, food security refers to at-
tempts by the state to guarantee a minimum level of consumption of food 
products. Depending on the consumption patterns in different countries, 
the targeted food products under food security programs may vary. For 
instance, some countries (like Vietnam) seek to ensure security in rice 
consumption, while African countries target cassava as a food security 
crop. But even with sufficient consumption levels of food products, food 
security may not be ensured if those food products fail to provide enough 
nutrition. This aspect of possible malnutrition may invoke concerns in food 
security programs. 

Food security has different levels: national, regional, and household. 
Addressing food insecurity at each level requires a different approach, with 
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different resources. Programs at the national and regional levels may focus 
more on development of infrastructure and food production, while those 
directly targeting households seek to enhance their food sufficiency.

Meanwhile, social safety nets take the form of non-contributory trans-
fer programs that are aimed at preventing the poor or those vulnerable to 
adverse shocks and poverty from falling below a certain income or con-
sumption level. Examples of such transfers may include monetary transfers, 
in-kind transfers, and price subsidies for basic products (e.g., education, elec-
tricity, etc.) providing either regular or contingent support. As part of the 
social protection framework, social safety net programs can be provided by 
the public sector, generally the state or development partners. Alternatively, 
the private sector (such as nongovernmental organizations, private firms, 
charities, etc.) may help to maintain sustainable income or consumption 
above a minimum level. By nature, thus, social safety nets aim at reducing 
vulnerability and poverty among various social groups.

In the context of accelerating globalization and regionalization, food secu-
rity and social safety nets are becoming more closely linked. This is because 
shock-induced price volatility in international and regional markets can be 
quickly transmitted into the domestic economy, which may lead to sudden 
changes (even reversals) in food production decisions and thus in food 
security. For instance, farmers may decide to move away from agricultural 
production if the price is expected to remain low for a long time; yet if the 
price then surges unexpectedly, attempts to increase export of agricultural 
outputs may threaten food security in the domestic economy, particularly 
for the poor and disadvantaged groups. 

The regional integration process also adds further impetus for consid-
ering food security and social safety nets. More fundamentally, during 
this process, food security and social safety programs must somehow 
connect more with attempts to generate employment for the poor and 
vulnerable groups. Such attempts will ensure certain flows of income to 
the targeted groups and, in turn, help them purchase locally produced or 
imported food products. But while integration is expected to bring about 
new opportunities and net benefits to the participating economies, those 
opportunities and net benefits are not equally accessible to all groups 
in the economies. Attention thus should be paid to those who are likely 
to suffer from integration-induced impacts either indirectly, by increas-
ing their ability to adapt and mitigate risks, or directly, by enforcing 
transfers (perhaps from those who have benefited). In particular, small 
farmers should be targeted, since they lack sustainable food sufficiency 
and are exposed to the risk of agricultural land reclamation for urban 
or industrial development.   
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By targeting the poor and vulnerable groups, food security and social 
safety nets are indispensable components of social protection. Social pro-
tection cannot be implemented in the absence of viable efforts to ensure 
food security and social safety net programs. Leaving certain proportions 
of the population with insufficient access to food will deter progress toward 
hunger eradication while undermining confidence in the poverty reduction 
programs. Meanwhile, a lack of effective social safety net programs may 
magnify people’s exposure to adverse shocks (such as natural calamities, 
diseases, etc.), which may threaten the livelihood of vulnerable groups as 
well as overall social stability. To proceed along the line of social protec-
tion, one should acknowledge the importance of developing food security 
and social safety net programs. Nonetheless, the scope of social protection 
goes well beyond food security and social safety nets, so efforts are needed 
to make food security and social safety nets consistent with the broader 
framework of social protection.

F o o d  S e c u r i t y  a n d  S o c i a l  S a f e t y  N e t s  i n  t h e 
C L M V  C o u n t r i e s 6

Food Security

Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam (CLV) have enjoyed significant progress in 
reducing hunger incidence. Compared with the base period of 1990–1992, 
the number of undernourished people in Cambodia decreased by almost 
33.0 percent in 2010–2012, while that of Laos went down by 9.8 percent. 
Vietnam’s progress in hunger reduction was most dramatic, with the number 
of undernourished dropping by 75 percent in the same period.7 In other 
words, Vietnam has already fulfilled the World Food Summit goal for 20158 
and progressed far more rapidly than Southeast Asia as a whole (which 
has achieved hunger reduction of only 51 percent). Meanwhile, Cambodia 
should dedicate further efforts to achieving this goal, while Laos needs a 
significant change in approach to realize the goal by 2015. 

The data show even greater progress when considering the proportion 
of people living in hunger. Compared with the base period of 1990–1992, 
the proportion of the population that was undernourished in Cambodia 
went down by 57.5 percent in 2010–2012, while that of Laos dropped by 37.8 
percent. Vietnam’s figure was again the most impressive, reaching 83 percent, 
meaning that the country’s hunger incidence in 2010–2012 was around one-
sixth of that in 1990–1992. In this regard, Vietnam and Cambodia already 
proceeded beyond the Millennium Development Goal (MDG) to cut the 
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proportion of the population that is undernourished by 50 percent by 2015. 
Meanwhile, Laos needs to progress further on hunger reduction before the 
country can fulfill this MDG target.9

The Global Hunger Index (GHI) also shows a significant reduction in 
hunger incidence in the CLV countries. Vietnam has the most notable 
achievement, with its GHI rating falling continuously from 25.6 in 1990 to 
15.5 in 2001 and to 11.2 in 2012. Meanwhile, that of Laos decreased from 28.6 
to 19.7 in 1990–2012, and the figure for Cambodia went down in a similar 
pattern from 31.8 to 29.6. Still, as classified by their GHI rating, the CLV 
countries remain in states of serious hunger, despite improvements relative 
to their previously alarming levels.10

There are several reasons for the CLV countries’ progress in hunger 
reduction.  First, their paddy output has been rising in recent decades. For 
instance, Vietnam’s paddy output went up drastically from 19.2 million tons 
in 1990 to 32.5 million tons in 2000 and to more than 42.3 million tons in 
2011. Meanwhile, thanks to mine clearance, improved security, and reclama-
tion of unused or deforested land, cultivation areas for rice in Cambodia 
expanded from 1.9 million hectares in 1990–1991 to 2.6 million hectares in 
2009–2010, while rice yield also increased from 2.1 tons per hectare to 2.6 
tons per hectare during 2000–2008.11 

Second, together with regional trade expansion, trade in agricultural 
products within the CLV countries and with other countries has also 
grown significantly. While rice trade among the CLV countries may not 
be significant, as they (especially Vietnam and Cambodia) are largely net 
exporters of rice, this still helps enhance food security in the region since it 
provides protection against supply disruptions in their domestic markets. 

Nevertheless, certain features of food insecurity remain a concern in 
the CLV countries, though the extent tends to vary from one country to 
another. On the one hand, undernourishment still prevails. In Cambodia, 
the majority of farmers enjoy no net surplus of paddy rice and thus become 
vulnerable to food insecurity.12 As of 2008, 65 percent of Cambodian farm-
ers still produced less than enough or just enough for consumption needs. 
The problem is also prevalent in Laos and Vietnam, with the respective 
proportions of undernourished people reaching 28 percent and 9 percent 
in 2011. 13

On the other hand, even for the populations who could avoid under-
nourishment, malnutrition could become a major concern in the CLV 
countries. According to a 2010 survey in Vietnam, 17 percent of children 
suffered from malnutrition.14 The situation is worse in Cambodia, where 
40 percent of children under five years of age suffered from chronic mal-
nutrition as of 2010, and 11 percent were acutely malnourished.15 While the 
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official malnutrition rate in Laos has not been published in recent years, 
officials there remain wary of the state of malnutrition in their country. 
Accordingly, even though the CLV countries have progressed toward the 
MDG goal of hunger reduction, the process may risk being reversed if 
nutrient supply is not ensured.

Social Safety Nets

Social safety net programs constitute only a small part of the social protec-
tion and poverty-reduction system in Vietnam. Such programs include 
interventions under geographically targeted development and poverty 
reduction programs and under household-targeted programs such as sub-
sidized access to health insurance for the poor and near-poor. Parts of the 
social safety net programs are also developed and implemented at the district 
and commune levels, which are not covered in national policies.

In the geographically targeted development programs, poor people are 
not the direct specific targets, yet poverty is addressed indirectly through 
general socioeconomic development. This includes national targeted 
programs (such as general education, electrification, etc.), budget real-
location mechanisms, and targeted anti-poverty programs. Specifically, 
the provinces formulate their need-based development plans to submit to 
the central government, and these plans lay the foundation for subsequent 
budget allocations.

The geographically targeted poverty reduction programs are aimed at 
addressing structural poverty in remote regions, many of which have a 
high share of ethnic minorities. The most notable program since the late 
1990s has been Programme 135, which—via targeted resource allocation 
to geographic regions with high concentrations of ethnic minorities and 
with the poorest communes—is aimed at equipping local people with 
market-oriented production capabilities. This program has focused largely 
on investment, with the majority of expenditures going to infrastructure 
development.  Meanwhile, the program does not incorporate any instru-
ments for contingent support to people experiencing adverse shocks, even 
though there is some monthly subsistence benefit for children in primary 
and preschool education.  Another program, targeting the poorest 63 dis-
tricts, was implemented in 2009 as part of the stimulus package following the 
global financial crisis and economic downturn. This program targets poor 
areas instead of poor households, with support going directly to agricultural 
production, job creation, and income generation, including preparations 
for labor export and programs to enhance education and training. 
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Box 1: Experience of poverty reduction in China and Vietnam
Vietnam and China experienced some common trends and characteristics regarding 
poverty during their reform processes. First, poor people are largely concentrated in 
rural, mountainous, and remote areas with poor infrastructure and other unfavorable 
conditions. Second, poverty incidence is highest among ethnic minority populations. 
Third, farmers are likely to be the poorest in the population. Finally, the poor tend to 
have more children, have less access to land, and be less educated. 

Several major factors affecting the pace of poverty reduction have also been identi-
fied. First, poverty reduction is closely linked with growth in GDP per capita, though 
economic growth is not sufficient for poverty reduction. Second, macroeconomic 
fluctuations and external shocks can adversely affect the poor, as they typically have 
limited opportunities to insure against income shocks. Finally, government investment 
and spending—particularly in technology, infrastructure development, and educa-
tion—have been crucial to growth and poverty reduction in China and Vietnam.16 

Among the key challenges with the geographically targeted programs 
has been the lack of adjustment to outbreaks of major adverse shocks. As 
noted by the World Bank, such programs were not adjusted or expanded in 
response to the economic crisis in 2009 and could not be used as a safety 
net after the crisis. For instance, people who lost their jobs in urban areas 
or industrial zones received little support (in terms of income or access to 
job opportunities) upon returning to their previous jobs or to their rural 
areas of origin.17

Despite the lack of adjustment in existing programs, Vietnam made sever-
al efforts to provide social relief during the domestic economic downturn in 
2009. As part of the stimulus package adopted around Tet—the Vietnamese 
New Year—in February 2009, the government provided a once-off targeted 
transfer to poor people (VND 200,000 per poor person, or about US$9.50). 
Numerous other poverty reduction and social security policies were imple-
mented in 2009 using resources from the stimulus package. For example, 
Vietnam emphasized attempts at constructing water systems for populated 
areas and areas with large populations of ethnic minorities and construct-
ing housing projects for workers in industrial parks. Credit subsidies were 
also offered to support the purchase of agricultural machines, payment of 
wages and salaries, and the provision of social insurance for enterprises. 
Those programs have contributed to the stabilization and improvement of 
people’s lives, especially poor people.18 

Meanwhile, Vietnam has a variety of programs aimed at households, 
including preferential access to credit, education and social service subsi-
dies, and cash transfers.  First, the country set out a range of policies and 
projects under the Comprehensive Poverty Reduction and Growth Strategy 
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as well as under the National Targeted Programme for Poverty Reduction 
(NTP-PR) to enhance access to economic assets and services for poor 
people. Those policies and projects are summarized in table 1. Second, 
non-contributory social assistance cash transfers are provided to different 
social groups, especially those who are particularly vulnerable to adverse 
shocks, mainly in the form of income transfers. Nevertheless, these cash 
transfers are not adjusted and, by design, fail to serve as a tool to cope with 
income shocks.

For the past several decades, Cambodia has carried out various projects 
and programs with a view to ensuring social safety nets, and the country was 
supported by various major donors in this process. Still, Cambodia suffers 
from a lack of an effective and affordable social safety net system.19  In fact, 
the current social safety net system in Cambodia focuses on support for 
pensioners (including civil servants and veterans), support for employees 
in the formal private sector, food for school students, food for workers, and 
scholarships targeted at female students. Cash transfers are also available 
solely as support for the victims of natural disasters.

Nonetheless, there are limitations to the existing social safety net system. 
First, the programs and projects still target particular geographic areas, sec-
tors, and social groups. Second, the programs employ different methodolo-
gies for identifying beneficiaries. Third, the social safety net programs are 
often funded largely by development partners through specific projects, 
while the broader framework for social protection and harmonization of 
donor support remains ineffective.20 In addition, there is a lack of effective 
coordination between the relevant ministries, local agencies, and civil 
society organizations.21

Laos still has very limited experience with social safety nets. Social 
security and health insurance are still confined to employees in the public 
sector and in the formal private sector in urban areas. There are only a few 
elements of social safety nets that are being used as instruments against 
adverse shocks. As one example, the country has adopted some cash trans-
fer programs for disaster relief, particularly in rural areas. Transfers of cash 
or food for work are also available. Finally, support is provided to school 
children (via feeding programs) and those children and women who are 
at risk of being trafficked. 

Like the situation in Cambodia, however, such transfers are largely 
implemented and financed by international donors in cooperation with 
the relevant ministries. Therefore, it appears that the support has been 
fragmented and uncoordinated. At the same time, the scope of such transfer 
programs remains quite limited. The existing schemes for social safety nets 
in Laos usually seek to mitigate the impacts of natural disasters or target 
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only the very poorest areas, and they are very short in duration. Accordingly, 
there remain various social groups who have to cope with shocks without 
any support.22

In summary, the CLMV countries have made progress on ensuring food 
security while attaching greater importance to strengthening social safety 
nets with a view to addressing shocks. The increasing attention toward 
developing the social safety nets in recent years was largely induced by the 
severity of shocks at both the global and regional levels, including the global 
financial crisis, food price shocks, and natural calamities. In this regard, there 
has been a closer link between ensuring food security and enhancing social 
safety nets in the CLMV agenda. Nonetheless, social safety nets are being 
developed as new shock-mitigating instruments, while the existing programs 
and projects have not been adjusted in response to the shocks. Moreover, 
except in Vietnam, the social safety net programs and projects are largely 
donor driven and, notwithstanding their relevance to actual needs, remain 
fragmented and uncoordinated. Finally, the institutions that help invoke 
social safety nets against adverse shocks lag far behind in terms of efficiency 
given the CLMV countries’ lack of experience with the instruments.

R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s

Drawing on the above discussion of food security and social safety nets in 
the CLMV countries, with a view to enhancing the efficient use of such 
instruments, several major lines of action can be recommended, to be 
undertaken with possible support from Japan.

First, the CLMV countries should change their approach by identifying 
and formulating action plans that target poor and near-poor households 
more directly. At this stage, the various poverty reduction programs and 
activities still target socioeconomic development, hoping to produce posi-
tive spillover impacts to poor and near-poor people. While these programs 
serve the purpose of enhancing access to economic assets and opportunities, 
they fail to incorporate sufficient flexibility. In other words, by design they 
seek to achieve certain goals related to poverty reduction and food security 
within the broader framework of socioeconomic development and are 
too rigid to be adjusted when a major shock occurs. Moreover, as poverty 
reduction and food security are indirect targets, the extent of adjustments 
that are necessary cannot be identified with any level of accuracy while a 
shock is occurring. 

By attaching greater importance to reducing poverty at the household 
level, the CLMV countries should put poor (and if possible near-poor) 
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people at the center of their food security and social safety net programs. 
While this involves more efforts by governments and civil societies, the 
outcomes would certainly be more fruitful. The successful experience of 
Vietnam in providing cash transfers to poor people during the Tet holiday 
should be replicated. This poor people–centered approach, if enacted, 
would also be attractive to donors like Japan and would therefore help raise 
additional resources.  

Second, using this approach, the CLMV countries should amalgamate 
and develop a consistent framework at the national level to ensure food 
security and to strengthen social safety nets. While the CLMV countries 
have certainly made progress in consolidating food sufficiency, they should 
dedicate further efforts to address malnutrition. Given that the CLMV 
countries are net exporters of food products while a signification portion 
of the population still suffers from food insecurity, the complicated net 
impacts from food price hikes require broader consideration to smooth out 
transfers from net beneficiaries to those who are worse off following such 
hikes. Cooperation between ASEAN and Japan may be used to benefit the 
CLMV countries by giving their agricultural products more open access 
to Japan’s markets.

At the same time, the framework for social safety nets should attain wider 
scope and greater consistency. Specifically, it should set out the roles for 
different agencies, civil society organizations, and donors in contributing 
to better social security and in enhancing people’s capacity to cope with 
shocks. The geographic areas and sectors with existing or potential concerns 
should also be identified, thereby helping align development programs and 
projects. The connection between social safety nets and socioeconomic 
development should be further enhanced, particularly for poor and remote 
areas. In this regard, Japan’s support for infrastructure development and bet-
ter connectivity of the poor and remote areas should play an important role.

Third, community-based monitoring mechanisms should be strength-
ened in the CLMV countries to ensure more timely identification of poor 
households and people. This should be part of a decentralization framework 
that permits greater voices from the local communities. This mechanism 
has already been implemented to some extent in the CLMV countries 
and helps generate household- and individual-level data on the different 
dimensions of poverty. Yet the connection between the mechanism and 
the relevant government agencies, civil society organizations, and donors 
should be reinforced to avoid double monitoring and related waste of 
resources. With the help of community-based monitoring, governments’ 
social safety net programs may become more effective as they can target 
the relevant households without leakages or exclusions.23 
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Finally, the CLMV countries should work more closely with development 
partners such as Japan to engage them in food security and social safety net 
programs. On the one hand, in consultation with local governments, donors 
and other agencies and organizations may develop and implement relevant 
programs to build capacity in areas related to ensuring food security and 
social safety nets. Examples of such areas may include identifying different 
dimensions of poverty at the household or individual level, maintaining 
sufficiency of nutrients in daily food intakes, and coping with various types 
of natural calamities. On the other hand, by working with different donors 
and development partners, the CLMV countries should better harmonize 
their activities and contributions to food security and social safety net 
programs, thereby avoiding the fragmentation and lack of coordination 
among donors’ activities. Vietnam has so far done a good job at harmoniz-
ing donors’ efforts, and this experience should be disseminated to Laos 
and Cambodia promptly.

In this context, Japan, in coordination with other donors, can help the 
CLMV countries achieve food security and social safety nets at the regional 
level. To complement efforts at both national and subnational levels, the line 
of action at the regional level should focus more on provision of regional 
public goods. Specifically, infrastructure, service links, and access to basic 
utilities for poor and vulnerable groups should remain the core pillars of 
development programs supported by Japan and other donors, even though 
this only addresses poverty indirectly.

At the same time, Japan can participate more actively in regional ini-
tiatives such as the ASEAN Food Security Information System and the 
ASEAN+3 Emergency Rice Reserves, which also benefit food security 
in the CLMV countries, even though they are net exporters of food 
products. Various studies support this recommendation.24 It is worth 
noting that the participation of Japan is in line with Article 20 of Japan’s 
1999 Basic Law on Food, Agriculture and Rural Areas, which states 
that “national food security cannot be achieved without regional and 
global food security.” Thus, a regional food security framework needs 
to incorporate the following elements:

•	 Channels	for	sharing	information	and	knowledge,	including	a	compre-
hensive and standardized food information system

•	 Assessment,	early	warning,	and	prediction
•	 Response	plans
•	 Steps	to	address	food	insecurities,	including	investment	in	production	

capacity, post-harvest infrastructure, and distribution and market sys-
tems; as well as poverty and hunger alleviation25 
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Considering Japan’s vast experience, it can also play an active role in 
supporting the CLMV countries’ social safety net programs, starting with 
dissemination of expertise. For example, Japan may consider sharing its 
experience managing funds for elderly people. In addition, Japan can teach 
the CLMV countries how to formulate relevant mechanisms and build 
capacity to provide contingent support, particularly during times of crisis. 
The CLMV countries should by no means expect an event of equal sever-
ity as the recent tsunami and nuclear crisis in northeastern Japan, but they 
could still learn from how Japan has coped with these crises.

In addition, Japan may consider supporting the CLMV countries in vari-
ous ways. Japan may support the enhancement of institutional and technol-
ogy capacity in the CLMV countries. A key area would be the development 
of an overall consistent framework for reducing poverty that incorporates 
food security and social safety net programs. While this depends on the rec-
ognition of the framework’s importance by the CLMV countries, technical 
assistance from Japan may play a critical role. Japan can enhance productiv-
ity in their agricultural sectors by transferring technology and know-how 
and supporting collaborative research and development (R&D) activities. 
The CLMV countries (and ASEAN more widely) are likely to become the 
resource base, particularly in agriculture, for Japan. 

Japan can also work with the CLMV countries to develop infrastructure 
aimed at enhancing connectivity for poor and remote or mountainous 
areas. Based on lessons from Vietnam, this may contribute to reducing 
poverty in the region. Importantly, financial support from Japan may target 
the primary infrastructure network linking with the secondary network. 
Japan can take part in developing regional funding schemes to co-finance 
national investments in agricultural and rural infrastructure. Moreover, as 
economic relations with the CLMV countries proliferate, Japan may be in 
a good position to link poverty reduction and social safety nets with the 
development of economic zones. In this process, involvement from the 
Japanese side may include both enterprises (as creators of employment 
for local people) and the government (via technical and financial support).

At the regional level, Japan may also channel support to various other 
initiatives focused on food security and social safety net programs (or, 
more broadly, poverty reduction) for the CLMV countries. First, detailed 
research on the current situation, issues, and future trends of food insecurity, 
malnutrition, and vulnerability among social groups in the CLMV countries 
may constitute a pillar for future resource allocation. Second, via dialogue 
with the CLMV countries, Japan may propose some joint mechanisms to 
address both macroeconomic instability and food insecurity. Finally, Japan 
may help the CLMV countries develop a community-based monitoring 
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system at the regional level, which can be readily linked to the existing 
circumstances within each country. Of foremost importance in this pro-
cess is renewed commitment alongside investment within the developing 
countries themselves.26

In general, these recommendations are not really new when compared 
with the visions, approaches, and programs proposed in the existing 
ASEAN-Japan cooperation frameworks to narrow the development gap, 
develop agriculture, ensure food security and social protection, and man-
age natural disasters (see appendix). They are more or less consistent with 
those frameworks. But three points warrant special emphasis.

First, issues of food security and social protection in the CLMV countries 
should be viewed in the much broader context of regional development and 
integration. As emphasized by the Economic Research Institute for ASEAN 
and East Asia (ERIA), “A challenge here is how far we can utilize private 
market forces to achieve inclusiveness rather than heavily depending on 
social policy for direct income distribution.”27 

Second, to be effective, any ASEAN-Japan or CLMV-Japan cooperation 
initiative needs to be accompanied by an appropriate implementing institu-
tion. Thus, capacity building is a most essential element for support. 

Third, regional cooperation for social protection has become increasingly 
possible thanks to wider and deeper interconnections in areas such as sci-
ence, technology, and business. The region has also become more vulnerable 
to natural disasters and climate change. But the regional framework also 
faces obstacles. One is the uncertainties associated with the capability to 
anticipate an impending food crisis or potential disruptions in the produc-
tion of food.28 Another is the potentially high cost of sustaining various 
kinds of “regional public goods” and operating them effectively. That is why 
there is a need for more in-depth research, taking into account the dynamic 
changes and new development now occuring in the region and in the world.

❖  ❖  ❖

This chapter has covered issues of food security and social safety nets in 
the CLMV countries with a view to addressing their major challenges 
through actions that can be taken with support from Japan. But the issues 
should not be considered only within the framework of CLMV-Japan 
cooperation. They can be extended to a broader framework of ASEAN-
Japan cooperation. 

In fact, following the Tokyo Declaration for the Dynamic and Enduring 
Japan-ASEAN Partnership in the New Millennium (2003), and in order to 
implement the Joint Declaration for Enhancing ASEAN-Japan Strategic 
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Partnership for Prospering Together (Bali Declaration), ASEAN and Japan 
adopted a Plan of Action 2011–2015, which presented five strategies:

Strategy 1: strengthening political-security cooperation in the region
Strategy 2: intensifying cooperation toward ASEAN community building
Strategy 3: enhancing ASEAN-Japan connectivity for consolidating ties 

between ASEAN and Japan
Strategy 4:  creating together a more disaster-resilient society
Strategy 5: addressing together common regional and global challenges

The ASEAN-Japan Plan of Action emphasizes a number of activities to 
enhance ASEAN-Japan cooperation and Japanese support for ensuring food 
security and developing agriculture, as well as for creating a disaster-resilient 
society in the region (see appendix). Moreover, the Jakarta Framework 
endorsed by ASEAN leaders at the 2011 Bali ASEAN Summit consists 
of interdependent pathways for moving ASEAN forward beyond 2015 to 
become a community with the following traits:

•	 a	dynamic,	resilient,	competitive,	and	sustainable	regional	economy
•	 a	thriving,	healthy,	equitable,	and	harmonious	regional	community
•	 a	globally	connected,	influential,	important,	and	engaged	ASEAN

Several topics have been defined for studies to “clarify” the Jakarta 
Framework, including those associated with the issues of social protection 
(e.g., growth, poverty, and income inequality in ASEAN; exploring the food 
security and environment nexus in ASEAN; addressing the social safety 
net challenges in ASEAN; and disaster management in ASEAN).29 Those 
approaches, views, and studies could serve as a good background and foun-
dation for further strengthening meaningful cooperation between ASEAN 
and Japan in the areas of food security and social protection.
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A p p e n d i x :  A S E A N - J a pa n  c o o p e r a t i o n  o n  
s o c i a l  p r o t e c t i o n  a n d  f o o d  s e c u r i t y

AEC Mid-term 
Review, 

2012

Jakarta 
Framework, 

2011

Tokyo 
Declaration on 
ASEAN-Japan 
Cooperation, 

2003

ASEAN-
Japan Plan 
of Action 

2011–2015
Narrowing the development gap
- Priority in ASEAN integration/

ASEAN-Japan cooperation
- Initiative for ASEAN Integration
- Small and medium enterprise 

development
- Connectivity/subregional 

development

X

X
X

X

X (including 
geographic 

inclusiveness, 
industrial 

inclusiveness, 
and social in-
clusiveness)

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

Agriculture development
- Minimization of “core non-tariff 

measures” to lower non-tariff 
barriers

- R&D cooperation and technol-
ogy transfers

- Capacity building, sharing best 
practices

- Development of regional 
funding schemes to co-finance 
national investments in agricul-
tural and rural infrastructure 

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

Food security 
- (Full) implementation of 

ASEAN +3 Emergency Rice 
Reserves

- Food safety cooperation
- Networking for capacity build-

ing and information exchange 

X
X

X

X X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

Social protection & disaster 
management
- Regional schemes for unskilled 

labor mobility & migrants
- Early warning system, moni-

toring, disaster relief, and 
responses

- Schemes/networking for capac-
ity building and training

X

X

X

X X

X

X

X

X

X

Source: Author’s compilation from various sources.
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Human Resources, Innovation, and 
Harmonization of Standards

Chayodom Sabhasri

ASEAN is moving toward the creation of an ASEAN Community by 
2015. Industrialized countries such as Japan can play an important role in 
narrowing the development gaps that persist in the region and supporting 
the development of the community. ASEAN-Japan cooperation will cer-
tainly support an ASEAN economic integration platform. ASEAN is more 
than just a source of cheap labor and natural resources, and collective efforts 
between ASEAN and Japan can be used to enhance the competitiveness 
of East Asia as a whole. More value creation can be fostered through hu-
man resource development and innovation. A single production base and 
market can be realized through harmonization and conformity of standards. 
Corporate investment from Japan can encourage ASEAN members to 
eliminate non-tariff measures and barriers caused by different standards 
and levels of conformity. The benefits of ASEAN economic integration 
will certainly spill over to the other parts of East Asia and will constitute 
an important economic pillar of the region. Ultimately, ASEAN will be 
less dependent on any single country in the long term but will be a bridge 
to connect East Asian countries through East Asian economic integration 
based on the “ASEAN Plus Plus” model. 

ASEAN and Japan have had a close economic and political relationship 
for many decades. The Tokyo Declaration for the Dynamic and Enduring 
Japan-ASEAN Partnership in the New Millennium was signed at the Japan-
ASEAN Commemorative Summit in Tokyo in 2003 to celebrate 30 years 
of the relationship between ASEAN and Japan. The ASEAN-Japan Plan of 
Action (POA) in 2003 was approved to set the direction for cooperation 
between ASEAN and Japan from 2004 to 2011, and the ASEAN-Japan POA 
2011–2015 was approved at the 14th ASEAN-Japan Summit in 2011. ASEAN 
and Japan signed the ASEAN-Japan Comprehensive Economic Partnership 

7
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(AJCEP) agreement in April 2008. As a part of ASEAN-Japan cooperation, 
such Japanese agencies as the Japan Overseas Development Corporation 
( JODC), the Association for Overseas Technical Scholarship (AOTS), the 
Japan Bank for International Cooperation ( JBIC), the Japan International 
Cooperation Agency ( JICA), and the Japan External Trade Organization 
( JETRO) also play important roles in economic and social development 
in ASEAN at the regional and national levels. 

While there are many dimensions of ASEAN-Japan cooperation that 
can assist the process of ASEAN community building, this chapter 
focuses on only three areas, namely, human resource development, 
private sector innovation, and mutual recognition arrangements and 
harmonization of standards. 

I n n o va t i o n  a n d  H u m a n  C a p i t a l  i n  
E c o n o m i c  D e v e l o p m e n t 

Human Capital and Innovation in ASEAN: Current Assessment 

Human resources can be transformed to human capital through educa-
tion, training, healthcare, and encouragement of moral values. The idea 
of human capital was introduced to the economics field in the 1960s and 
1970s during the modern neoclassical economic period.  Expenditures on 
education, training, and medical care should be seen as forms of investment 
in human capital that can improve people’s knowledge, skills, health, and 
values.  Higher income and living standards will result from productivity 
improvements. Not only does formal education improve productivity, 
but workers also learn from job training. New technological advances can 
increase economic growth where there are adequately skilled workers who 
know how to employ them. Education and training, together with advances 
in technology, will contribute to significant economic growth. 

Human capital is directly related to human development. The UN Human 
Development Report illustrates the rate of human capital formation.1 The 
Human Development Index (HDI) is a composite index measuring nations’ 
average achievement in three basic dimensions of human development—a 
long and healthy life, knowledge, and a decent standard of living. Figure 1 
shows HDI, education index, years of schooling, and gross national income 
in the 10 ASEAN member states in 2012. According to the report, the ASEAN 
members can be classified into three groups: (1) those enjoying high HDI 
ratings, such as Singapore, Brunei, and Malaysia; (2) those with mid-level 
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HDI ratings, such as Thailand, the Philippines, Indonesia, Vietnam, Laos, 
and Cambodia; and (3) one with a low HDI rating, Myanmar. There are 
some correlations among HDI, education index, and per capita income, 
which implies that investment in education is needed to raise the national 
income level. Such investment will also help to narrow development gaps 
among the ASEAN members, as shown in figure 2. 

The World Economic Forum Global Competitiveness Index’s human 
capital indicators for 2012–2013 are shown in tables 1 and 2. The tables show 
the linkage between human capital and education and training on the one 
hand and between human capital and innovation on the other. 

Figure 1. HDI, educational index, and gross national income (2012)  

Source: United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), “International Human 
Development Indicators,” http://hdrstats.undp.org/en/indicators/default.html.

Figure 2. Trends in HDI 

 

Source: Ibid. 
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Table 1. Education ranking of the ASEAN members and Japan (2012–2013)
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Brunei 57 4.4 20 75 12 98 25 23 58 34 109 52

Cambodia 111 3.3 87 45 118 118 58 90 96 83 78 74

Indonesia 73 4.2 60 44 95 85 47 45 70 56 57 39

Malaysia 39 4.8 24 46 103 61 14 20 26 38 17 7

Philippines 64 4.3 86 101 81 76 45 98 39 73 62 32

Singapore 2 5.9 4 1 15 19 3 1 6 5 16 3

Thailand 60 4.3 83 97 92 54 78 61 62 63 66 49

Vietnam 96 3.7 80 26 94 87 72 58 125 41 126 116

Japan 21 5.3 21 2 22 36 43 27 80 43 12 5

Source: “Global Competitiveness Report 2012–13,” http://reports.weforum.org/global-com-
petitiveness-report-2012-2013/.

Table 2. Innovation ranking of ASEAN members and Japan (2012–2013)

  Linkage with human capital 
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Brunei 59 3.3 68 82 60 50 18 95 55

Cambodia 67 3.2 65 68 52 71 24 109 119

Indonesia 39 3.6 30 56 25 40 29 51 101

Malaysia 25 4.4 17 28 16 18 4 20 34

Philippines 94 3.0 86 102 58 79 107 91 83

Singapore 8 5.4 20 12 8 5 2 13 13

Thailand 68 3.2 79 60 74 46 98 57 72

Vietnam 81 3.1 78 87 75 97 39 70 97

Japan 5 5.5 1 11 2 16 48 2 5

Source: “Global Competitiveness Report 2012–13,” http://reports.weforum.org/global-com-
petitiveness-report-2012-2013/.
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On overall education, Singapore scores higher than the rest of the 
ASEAN members, with a score of 5.9. Ranking 2nd in the world, Singapore 
outperforms Japan, which ranks 21st. Malaysia ranks highest of the sec-
ond group, which also consists of Brunei, Thailand, the Philippines, and 
Indonesia. Vietnam and Cambodia are at similar levels. There are no 
data available for Laos or Myanmar, but they are expected to be at the 
same level as Vietnam and Cambodia.  Regarding innovation, Singapore 
and Japan are nearly equivalent in rank and score. While Indonesia and 
Malaysia are not far from each other in innovation rank, Thailand is far 
behind, and its innovation rank is similar to that of Brunei, Cambodia, and 
Vietnam. The Philippines ranks last in innovation, given that no data are 
available for Laos or Myanmar. Innovation in the ASEAN members can 
be improved by learning from Japan. Therefore, ASEAN should cooper-
ate more actively to improve education as well as innovation in order to 
promote sustainable development. 

There are linkages among innovation, investment, technology transfer, 
and firm performance. Firms that have closer communication between 
engineers and customers demonstrate higher levels of innovation than firms 
that do not.2 Investment in information and communications technology 
(ICT) has also been found to increase manufacturing performance.3 The 
exchange of engineers that occurs with technology transfer also appears 
to stimulate the upgrading of firms and industries through face-to-face 
communication at the various stages of product and process innovation.4  
The impacts of public-private alliances on innovation are also sizable com-
pared with the impacts of vertical linkages found in the automobile-related 
industry. Japanese investment in the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) 
also has implications for the ASEAN production networks, as foreign di-
rect investment (FDI) tends to flow to countries that have the capacity to 
absorb new technology.5 

ASEAN-Japan Cooperation Initiatives on Human Capital and 
Innovation

Tokyo Declaration for the Dynamic and Enduring Japan-ASEAN 
Partnership in the New Millennium (2003)

The main purpose of the 2003 declaration is to encourage ASEAN-Japan 
economic integration by minimizing trade and investment barriers, reduc-
ing business costs, improving economic efficiency, creating a production 
base and a larger market, and enhancing the use of capital and human 
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resources. Accordingly, Japan should provide official development assis-
tance (ODA) to  ASEAN member countries to enhance its cooperation on 
human resource development. The people-to-people connectivity should 
be supported in particular for the younger generation and future leaders 
by reinforcing partnerships and mutual assistance in education and human 
resource development. The interaction among people should occur through 
networks of research institutes, universities, and educational institutions and 
through youth exchanges. As far as innovation is concerned, the declaration 
mentions wide-ranging areas of mutual benefit in science and technology, 
research and development, intellectual exchange, ICT and related networks, 
transfer of expertise and technologies to strengthen industrial bases and 
infrastructure development, and cooperation in technology development. 

The ASEAN-Japan POA (2003)  

The first ASEAN-Japan POA, announced in 2003, covers three areas 
of cooperation: (1) cooperation in reinforcing ASEAN integration by 
narrowing the gaps among member countries through the Initiative for 
ASEAN Integration (IAI); (2) regional cooperation such as in the GMS 
and in the Brunei-Indonesia-Malaysia-Philippines East ASEAN Growth 
Area (BIMP-EAGA), improvement in infrastructure, and cooperation 
to enhance economic competitiveness of the ASEAN member countries 
including promoting investment, education, human resource development, 
and institutional capacity building; and (3) cooperation to address terror-
ism, piracy, and other transnational issues. At least four Japanese agencies, 
namely, JICA, AOTS, JODC, and JBIC, support the POA. 

There were seven major issues under the Japan-ASEAN Total Plan for 
Human Resource Development: policymaking and public administra-
tion, industry and energy, education, global issues (e.g., environment and 
infectious diseases), community empowerment, minimization of regional 
disparities (South-South cooperation), and ICT. Some of these areas of 
cooperation are described below. 

Consider the areas related to human resource development and innova-
tion. On international trade, the plan called for institution building for 
intellectual property rights (IPR), standards, logistics, and capacity building 
regarding the World Trade Organization (WTO) measures. In the areas of 
industry and energy, the plan aimed at the development of highly skilled 
human resources in the industry and trading business by strengthening 
the training center and trade promotion institutions. There were programs 
for executives to foster ASEAN entrepreneurs. On global issues, the plan 
consisted of human resource development for sustainable development 
of the maritime environment, fishery and forest resource conservation, 
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environmental protection, civic education and environmental information, 
and economics and environmental controls, as well as assistance programs 
to deal with infectious diseases. To reduce regional disparities, Japan has 
promoted South-South cooperation through its partnership programs. As a 
result, the Centers of the Human Resource Development were established 
in Vietnam and Laos to promote the market economy. Another important 
issue was developing ICT to create infrastructure and apply ICT to e-busi-
ness, eliminate the digital gap among the ASEAN members, draft policies 
for information technology (IT) and human resource development for IT 
engineers, and promote markets for IT products and services. 

In line with the IAI commitment to narrow the development gaps in 
ASEAN, JICA will provide support in technical cooperation schemes to 
assist Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, and Vietnam (CLMV) as well as host 
seminars and training courses on enhancement of the human resource 
development (HRD) system for the CLMV countries.6 To strengthen 
Mekong regional development, Japan supports GMS programs such as the 
Mekong Institute’s HRD, and promotes trade and investment activities with 
the Japanese private sector in the region. 

In addition to GMS regional development, BIMP-EAGA is included 
in Japan’s HRD plan.  Industrial HRD was introduced, with Japanese 
cooperation, to increase domestic productivity by developing highly 
skilled human resources such as engineers and middle-level managers 
in the areas of occupational safety and health, ICT, and production of 
automobiles, electrical appliances, and electronics. The HRD programs 
also cover skills and management know-how for international business, 
trade-related procedures, and trade finance and marketing for business 
people in the CLMV countries. There are also HRD programs dealing with 
education; knowledge networks with the ASEAN University Network; 
exchanges of students, officers, and scholars; and exchanges aimed at 
social and cultural cooperation. 

Japan also supports other activities, such as seminars and training 
programs aimed at improving science and technology, increasing joint 
research, exchanging information, and sharing experience and best 
practices. For the agricultural sector, Japanese training courses also pro-
vide programs for young ASEAN farmers to learn new techniques, farm 
management, and farm working ethics through hands-on learning with 
Japanese farm families. 

The 2003 ASEAN-Japan POA also addressed innovation by including 
facilitation and cooperation in areas of ICT and technical cooperation 
on projects dealing with the environment, automobile production, bio-
technology, science and technology, and sustainable forest management. 
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The ASEAN-Japan POA 2011–2015  

The most recent POA covers eight areas dealing with human resources: 
(1) health and social welfare services sectors; (2) development of highly 
skilled and semi-skilled human resources in occupational safety and health, 
ICT, production of automobiles, and electrical appliances and electronics 
through technical cooperation and other schemes; (3) Japanese language 
training; (4) implementation of model projects to enhance traceability 
of distributed goods and to hold seminars to disseminate know-how and 
information from the model projects; (5) infrastructure development; (6) 
science and technology; (7) information sharing on labor market trends to 
match the needs of ASEAN and Japan; and (8) capacity-building programs 
for ASEAN government officials to enhance their technical knowledge for 
industrial development. 

ICT is the main area related to innovation. There are medium- and long-
term plans for ASEAN to upgrade its ICT capacity with support from Japan 
to bridge the digital divide and promote ICT services and make them more 
available in ASEAN communities.  Japan will also support the promotion 
of professional exchange, capacity building, and HRD programs to up-
grade the skills and knowledge of ASEAN ICT technicians in the fields of 
new and advanced ICT, creative multimedia, innovation, and green ICT. 
Public-private partnership is also encouraged in the areas of information 
exchange and e-services.  

In addition, the automobile and auto parts industry is singled out for 
cooperation at the industry level. Cooperation in this area aims at en-
hancing the competitiveness of the ASEAN automobile industries and 
promoting the integration of ASEAN automobile markets. The standards 
and conformity assessment procedures should be developed together with 
mutual recognition arrangements for the automotive sector working toward 
ASEAN integration. 

AJCEP (2008) 

The AJCEP touches broadly on HRD and ICT in the fields of economic 
cooperation, which should be further explored with an eye toward future 
cooperation activities. 

Bilateral Japan-Thailand Economic Partnership Agreement 
(JTEPA)—Cooperation on HRD and Innovation

The Japanese and Thai governments have established the Steel Industry 
Cooperation Programme along with the Thai Steel Industry Association 
to strengthen the technological knowledge of the Thai steel industry on 
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environmental technology and to develop the skills of field technicians in 
Thai steel mills and of Thai steel engineers. The Japanese and Thai govern-
ments have also proposed establishing an Automotive Human Resources 
Development Project and a Thailand Automotive Industry Institute to 
transform Thailand into a world-class sustainable production base for the 
automotive sector, to solve the problem of skilled labor constraints through 
HRD, and to improve the Thai automotive industry’s competitiveness in the 
international market. Japan-related manufacturing companies in Thailand 
will develop a plan for energy conservation and transfer their know-how 
to their Thai business partners. The government of Japan will also provide 
energy experts to improve know-how among local Thai producers, includ-
ing small and medium enterprises (SMEs). 

An Assessment of ASEAN-Japan Cooperative Initiatives 

There is limited information on which to assess the ASEAN-Japan 
POAs. According to the executive report, “The Third Executive Report 
on Progress of Implementation of the ASEAN-Japan Plan of Action,”7 
some progress on innovation and human capital has been made. Japan 
has extended assistance to ASEAN in various sectors in industrial de-
velopment, such as training courses in the energy and ICT sectors for 
all ASEAN member countries. Japan also extended assistance to IAI 
projects covering human resource development in the areas of energy, 
transportation, vocational training, industrial relations, environmental 
protection, irrigation system management, and management programs 
for senior officials of the CLMV countries. 

To promote HRD, there are programs, for instance, to train CLMV junior 
diplomats in the ASEAN Secretariat and to establish the Malaysia-Japan 
International University of Technology, which has been envisaged as a cen-
ter of excellence for higher education, research, and HRD for students in 
East Asia. More funding was also allocated for the Japan Human Resources 
Development Total Plan (2006). 

An Example of an HRD program
Phase II of the ASEAN-Japan Collaboration Programme for HRD included such 
activities as a training course in Japan and Thailand that took place between 
July 28 and August 8, 2008. ASEAN–Japan HRD Collaboration Programme 
Phase I of the program took place between 2004 and 2007, and the second 
phase, which began in 2008, aimed to provide assistance for strengthening 
the foundation for HRD in the CLMV countries and to promote further technical 
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cooperation between the CLMV countries and other ASEAN member countries. 
The program analyzes the current situations and identifies issues to address 
regarding HRD systems in CLMV countries, decides on a theme for the col-
laborative training each year, draws up a work plan, evaluates the program, 
and makes recommendations for the future under the theme of Vocational 
Ability Evaluation Methods with Skills Testing and Certification System. 

H R D  a n d  Te c h n o l o g y  Tr a n s f e r  b y  t h e  
P r i va t e  S e c t o r

Two industries—the food and automobile industries—are worth consider-
ing as entry points for the ASEAN and Japanese governments to promote 
private direct investment or increased trade as indirect tools for HRD and 
technical transfers. In considering collaboration, it is important to bear in 
mind that Japanese business practices are rather different from the more tra-
ditional models found in Western countries.8 The more traditional Western 
models include partnership, voicing of concerns and sharing of experience, 
obligational contract relations, collaboration, and joint development and 
improvement. But the Japanese style of management depends on significant 
information exchange, high levels of commitment, close long-term relation-
ships, use of numerous suppliers, competition achieved through quality 
control rather than through price cutting, punctual delivery, and dialogue 
with existing suppliers to resolve problems. 

In the food industry, joint ventures with Japanese firms would trans-
fer knowledge and skills to ASEAN companies on labor productivity, 
management, technology, production standards, and quality improve-
ment. Japanese procedures that might prove useful to local firms are, for 
example, performance analysis and controls, total productive mainte-
nance (TPM), kaizen (an emphasis on continuous improvement), and 
keiretsu (a system of interconnected business relationships). The trade 
flows would also provide an indirect benefit because of the Japanese 
customers’ sophisticated demand and the quality controls and auditing 
procedures that would need to be put in place to maintain high standards 
for food products. 

In the automobile and auto parts industry, the private sector can im-
prove its production process, design technology, and management skills 
through cooperation with Japanese firms. Research and development 
centers can be set up by Japanese firms to serve as training and design 
centers. The Toyota Supplier Clubs in Thailand and Malaysia are good 
examples of networks between Japanese and local firms. In addition, 
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TPM has been demonstrated to be very beneficial to the Malaysian 
SMEs in the automobile sector.9  

Under the JTEPA, the Automotive Human Resource Development 
Institute Project (AHRDIP) provides an example of a joint project between 
the Thai and Japanese governments and private sectors. The AHRDIP’s 
activities include the transfer of knowledge in the automotive sector to 
enhance labor productivity and management skills and to increase the value 
of products in order to strengthen the competitiveness of the automotive 
industry in the global market. 

St a n d a r d s  H a r m o n i z a t i o n  a s  
Te c h n i c a l  B a r r i e r s  t o  Tr a d e 

The ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) has set as its goal the establish-
ment of a single market and production base, with free flow of goods, by 
2015. Therefore, not only are the tariff rates eliminated, but the following 
trade measures are also included: the removal of non-tariff barriers, use 
of rules of origin, trade facilitation, customs procedures, standards and 
conformance, and sanitary and phyto-sanitary measures. 

Mutual recognition agreements (MRAs) are agreements between two 
or more parties to mutually recognize or accept one or more aspects of 
one another’s conformity assessments such as test reports and certificates 
of compliance. MRAs are government-to-government agreements and 
deal with technical bodies such as testing laboratories, inspection bodies, 
certification bodies, and accreditation bodies. In practice, MRAs help 
reduce the costs resulting from the differences among ASEAN members’ 
measures regarding product standards, product testing procedures, and 
in particular technical barriers to trade that tend to be non-tariff barriers. 
MRAs under ASEAN agreements include the ASEAN Sectoral Mutual 
Recognition Arrangement for Electrical and Electronic Equipment, signed 
in April 2002; the ASEAN Mutual Recognition Arrangement of Product 
Registration Approvals for Cosmetics, signed in September 2003; and the 
MRA for good manufacturing practice Inspection of Manufacturers of 
Medicinal Products, signed in 2009. 

In dealing with the different standards or technical regulations, the har-
monization of standards, technical regulations, and conformity assessment 
procedures will help to facilitate international trade. ASEAN’s approaches 
to harmonization are based on international standards that are consistent 
with the WTO.  As of 2012, harmonization of standards has been achieved 
for electrical appliances, electrical safety, electromagnetic components, 
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rubber-based products, and pharmaceutical products. There are also techni-
cal regulations for the cosmetics industry (signed in 2003) and the electrical 
and electronics sectors (signed in 2005). 

Initiatives for Standards Harmonization   

The ASEAN-Japan POA (2003)

Japan has committed to supporting economic integration by assisting the 
newer ASEAN member countries in harmonizing their institutions and 
standards and facilitating movement of goods and persons. Japan will col-
laborate on bilateral and regional initiatives to develop human resources in 
both government and private sectors regarding product standards, such as 
safety of electrical equipment, to support the development and coherence 
of standards and conformance of each ASEAN member country.

The ASEAN-Japan POA (2011–2015)

The automobile and auto parts industry was selected for cooperation 
aimed at enhancing the competitiveness of the ASEAN automobile 
industries and promoting the integration of the ASEAN automobile 
markets. Japan will also support the development and operationalization 
of MRAs and the establishment of the Common Rules for Standards and 
Conformity Assessment Procedures for Automotives toward ASEAN 
Integration in 2015.

AJCEP (2008)

Cooperation consists of joint studies and seminars on technical regula-
tions and conformity assessment procedures, exchange of information on 
standards, development and implementation of joint programs for build-
ing and upgrading capacity in dealing with technical barriers to trade, and 
encouragement of the bodies responsible for standards. 

P o l i c y  R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  

The AEC aims at the free flow of goods, services, capital, investment, and 
skilled workers by 2015 and allows for flexibility for some ASEAN member 
countries. Community building is based on four ideal characteristics: a 
single market and production base, a highly competitive region, equity in 
economic development, and integration with the global economy. 
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Beyond the achievement of the AEC, the Asian Development Bank 
Institute, Asian Development Bank, and ASEAN Secretariat issued the 
ASEAN Vision 2030 to enhance ASEAN’s regional centrality and to become 
a borderless economic community. Recently, the Jakarta Framework was 
introduced to provide a vision for ASEAN beyond 2015 as (1) a dynamic, 
resilient, competitive, and sustainable regional economy; (2) a thriving, 
healthy, equitable, and harmonious regional community; and (3) a globally 
connected, influential, important, and engaged ASEAN. 

Of these, this chapter focuses on HRD and private sector innovation 
to increase ASEAN’s labor and capital productivity and on standards and 
harmonization to support the single market and production base. Together 
with the AEC Blueprint, cooperation with an advanced country such as 
Japan will enhance the quality of the community-building process, the 
ASEAN Vision 2030, and the Jakarta Framework. Therefore, the policy rec-
ommendations below provide ways for ASEAN-Japan cooperation to learn 
from past experience, including the Tokyo Declaration for the Dynamic and 
Enduring ASEAN-Japan Partnership in the New Millennium (2003), the 
ASEAN-Japan POAs (2003 and 2011), and the AJCEP Agreement (2008).   

Table 3 summarizes the ways in which ASEAN and Japan have already 
cooperated and the cooperation envisioned in the ASEAN Vision 2030 
and the Jakarta Framework with respect to human capital development, 
innovation, and standard harmonization. Table 4 draws the broad picture 
of these policy recommendations. 

Human Capital Development

According to the AEC Blueprint, the HRD plan is an important part of 
the IAI, with the emphasis on less developed ASEAN members in order 
to reduce the development gap. It involves basic infrastructure such as 
ICT, training of workers, job creation, and improvement of the education 
system. The later phase of the IAI comprises physical connectivity includ-
ing highways, rail links, air links, and sea transportation, and it reforms the 
regulations and measures to facilitate international trade and investment. 

The needs of basic infrastructure: Basic infrastructures provides 
support for human capital development, such as ICT, information centers, 
and physical connectivity modes. In the past, the Japanese government and 
Japanese agencies such as JETRO, JICA, and JBIC have provided support 
programs for basic infrastructure to ASEAN members to upgrade their hu-
man resources on both bilateral and multilateral bases. The financial support 
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Table 3. ASEAN Vision 2030, the Jakarta Framework, and past ASEAN and 
Japan cooperation on human resource development, innovation, and stan-
dard harmonization

ASEAN Vision 2030
Jakarta 

Framework
Tokyo 

Declaration
ASEAN-

Japan POA AJCEP

Human capital Human capital      
Workers’ productivity        

Education   X X X

Training (engineering 
and management) 

  X X X

Labor market improve-
ment

    X  

  Industrial agglom-
erations for human 
capital development 

  X  

  Healthcare system X X  

Innovation Innovation      
Technological develop-
ment by learning and 
imitating 

  X X  

Capability improvement 
to absorb new technology

  X X  

Enhancement of science 
and engineering knowl-
edge with private sector 
contribution 

   X  

ICT   X X X

R&D     X  

  R&D and Industrial 
agglomerations for 
innovation 

X X X

Harmonization Harmonization      
MRAs and Regulatory 
harmonization

MRAs and harmoni-
zation of standards to 
support international 
Production networks

X X X

Related measures Related measures      
Subregional cooperation   X X  

Movement of skilled and 
unskilled workers 

       

Connectivity (physical, 
people, and institutions)

Connectivity 
(physical, people, and 
institutions)

X X  

Financial support Financial support X X  

  International produc-
tion networks
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can be in the form of ODA, soft loans, or donations by the Japanese govern-
ment or agencies such as JICA and JBIC. With accurate local information on 
needs, funding and investment in innovation improvement will be allocated 
to the appropriate ASEAN countries and industry. The CLMV countries are 
targeted for initial infrastructure investment. Existing supportive programs, 
in particular those in the GMS area, shall be continued and extended to lay 
the foundation for ASEAN connectivity, especially for people-to-people 
connectivity and later for physical connectivity. 

Education reform and knowledge management: Education 
reform refers to the long-term fine-tuning of primary and secondary 
schools and technical colleges to be able to support populations expe-
riencing new socioeconomic situations. The improvement of vocational 
schools and training camps is a medium-term goal that can be achieved 
as employees in ASEAN absorb new knowledge and technology via 

Table 4. Policy recommendations 

 
Issues

Current plans 
(TKY Dec, 
A-J POA, 
AJCEP) Responsible parties

Targeted 
area Time

Human capital Basic infrastructure X Governments and 
their agencies

CLMV 1

  Educational reform and 
knowledge management 

 - Governments CLMV 3

  Labor market reform X ASEAN governments ASEAN 3
  Knowledgeable local 

markets 
 - Governments ASEAN 2

Innovation Basic infrastructure X Governments and 
their agencies

CLMV 1

  FDI promotion - Governments and 
private corporate as-
sociations

ASEAN 2

  Financial assistance X Governments and 
their agencies and 
private financial 
institutes

ASEAN 1

  Utilization of trade and 
investment liberalization 

- Governments ASEAN 3

Standard 
harmonization 

Dissemination of 
information on 
international standards 

X Governments ASEAN 1

  Testing center - Japanese government ASEAN 1

  Trade policy reform - ASEAN governments ASEAN 3

  Utilization of trade and 
investment liberalization 

- Governments ASEAN 3

Note: Governments refers to ASEAN and Japanese governments, and government agencies 
refers to agencies such as JBIC, JICA, JODC, and JETRO. X represents presence in the original 
plans, whereas 1, 2, and 3 mean short, medium, and long run. 
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FDI. Knowledge management is a key strategy for nations and regions 
to improve their productivity, strengthen their competitive advantage, 
develop new, innovative ideas, and share experiences and information. 
The GMS members should be the focal point of reforms so as to reduce 
the movement of skilled and unskilled workers to the more developed 
areas. The Japanese government could provide such educational and 
financial support to the less developed areas. Such a foundation will lead 
to flows of direct investment, creating the industrial clusters to match job 
availability and natural resources. Cross-country production networks 
and labor market efficiency will soon be achieved. 

Labor market reform: When workers are well trained, they must have 
job opportunities and information about available jobs. Reforms should 
support new business investment to create new jobs in appropriate loca-
tions and allow skilled and unskilled workers to mobilize. The labor market 
should thus adopt a more efficient worker allocation. An information center 
that provides data on skilled and unskilled workers, worker productivity, 
regulations and measures, labor costs, and logistics costs should help private 
corporations to form industrial agglomerations or international production 
networks in ASEAN, which will be the foundation for community building. 

Knowledgeable local markets: Sophisticated local demand for 
high-quality products will encourage producers to improve the quality 
of locally made products. To build a strong community, local consumers 
need to be informed and educated on standards, quality, and consumer 
protection. This will indirectly improve the production quality to conform 
to international standards. 

Private Sector Innovation

Basic infrastructure: Basic infrastructure is required, similar to that 
discussed above in the context of human capital development. 

FDI promotion: Improving innovation in ASEAN relies on science and 
technology, research and development, creativity, and knowledge that can 
be transferred from foreign corporations. Sole investment, joint ventures, 
and shareholding are forms of FDI aimed at resource seeking, market seek-
ing, and efficiency seeking.10 Whether or not FDI innovation in such areas 
as management, design, production, and marketing will have a spillover 
effect on local firms depends on the ability of the local firms to absorb 
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the knowledge and enforce IPR to protect new innovations. The ASEAN 
Working Group on Intellectual Property Cooperation works cooperatively 
with other international organizations, including the Japan Patent Office, 
to provide information and assist ASEAN members in gaining patents. 
However, knowledge about and enforcement of IPR varies widely among 
ASEAN members, particularly between the CMLV and ASEAN-6 coun-
tries. The ASEAN-to-ASEAN approach has been introduced for informa-
tion sharing, but assistance programs from industrialized countries will be 
beneficial in speeding up the process. The Japanese government should 
help Japanese corporations seek more trade and investment opportunities 
and strengthen production networks in ASEAN. 

Financial Assistance: The Japanese government, its agencies, and 
private associations and corporations should work collectively to provide 
financial support for innovation in ASEAN. Financial support should take 
the form of long-term loans, and it should be implemented as soon as pos-
sible in less-developed areas. ASEAN firms will benefit directly, whereas 
Japanese FDI will indirectly benefit from international production networks 
in the near future. 

Utilization of trade and investment liberalization: The 
utilization of free trade agreements (FTAs) should be promoted for both 
trade and investment. When firms utilize trade and investment privileges, 
more active Japanese direct investment is expected. Hence, technology and 
knowledge transfer to build up ASEAN’s strength in innovation should be 
incorporated into the process. Currently, firms are not aware of the benefits 
of the FTAs, and some firms find the implementation process as costly 
as dealing with the rules of origin. Many aspects need to be improved to 
promote FTA utilization. 

MRA and Harmonization of Standards

The MRAs are agreements between two or more member countries on test-
ing procedures and production standards. ASEAN members take part in the 
MRAs on a voluntarily basis, and they generate high benefits through lower 
trading costs and shorter deliverable times11.  ASEAN has two MRAs on 
electrical and electronic products and on product registration approvals for 
cosmetics. MRAs on processed foods and automobiles are in development. 

ASEAN also has an ASEAN Marking Scheme, which represents 
the standards for harmonization. ASEAN members have signed an 
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agreement on the ASEAN Harmonized Cosmetic Regulatory Scheme 
and an agreement on the ASEAN Harmonized Electrical and Electronic 
Equipment Regulatory Regime.  As far as the ASEAN Policy Guideline 
on Standards and Conformance is concerned, several products, includ-
ing electronics, electromagnetics, electricity safety, rubber products, and 
pharmaceutical products, are in the process of standard harmonization 
development. According to the ASEAN report, the priority sectors for 
standard harmonization are agricultural products, cosmetics, fisheries 
products, pharmaceutical products, rubber products, wood products, 
automobiles, construction materials, medical tools, traditional medicines, 
and food supplements.

To achieve community building, Japan can play an important role by 
assisting ASEAN on the harmonization of standards in industrial sectors 
where Japan’s FDI dominates in ASEAN. The international production 
networks and the industrial agglomeration that will be created benefit both 
parties. Recommendations for the Japanese government and its agencies 
are as follows. 

Dissemination of infor m ation on inter nationa l stan-
dards: Establish a strategic information center related to international 
standards and measures. Japan should lead a group of dialogue partners to 
share information and policy directives on the standards and conformances 
and technical know-how. In some cases, Japanese standards can be applied 
in ASEAN to ensure food and production safety. 

Testing center: Establish an international testing center. A Japanese 
financial scheme should provide financial and technical support to ASEAN 
countries where Japanese firms have already invested. The investment 
should include the establishment of a testing center, training programs on 
new technological changes, and training for skills development for com-
petent authorities. 

Trade policy reform: The Japanese government should provide ad-
vice on regulatory reform to eliminate non-tariff measures in ASEAN, as 
Japan has more experience dealing with international standards and their 
implications for trade and investment flows. 

Utilization of trade and investment liberalization: Local 
firms and FDI firms shall be encouraged to utilize FTAs and investment 
privileges. Trade and investment flows will increase the demand for the 
standard harmonization and conformances in growing industries. ASEAN 
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will then appropriately serve as the production base for industrial agglom-
eration and benefit from the fragmentation of the production line. 

❖  ❖  ❖

ASEAN and Japan must prioritize plans and implementation for the 
short, medium, and long term. Infrastructure and an information center 
are basic needs for community building and should be implemented in 
the short term, as soon as possible. Financial support for them should be 
discussed among the relevant parties with special consideration and flex-
ibility given to the CLMV countries. Strategic policy toward community 
building should be based on benefit sharing in the long term, and the 
more advanced ASEAN countries and Japan should share the financial 
burden at the initial stage. The training center and related programs can 
be provided through government efforts, public-private partnerships, or 
Japanese or ASEAN multinational corporations. A training program should 
also be implemented as soon as possible to enhance the labor productivity 
and technical knowledge of the local firms. Since national and regional 
regulatory reforms are needed, the process should be started as soon as 
possible—although it takes time to negotiate—but results cannot be 
expected in the short term. 

One weakness of the cooperative plans in the past has been the monitor-
ing process and evaluation procedure of the action plans and their impact 
assessments. ASEAN and Japan should set up a responsible organization 
and competent authority to follow up on the implementation and to assess 
the impacts of the action on a regular basis. There should be a risk assess-
ment and consideration of the limitations and conditions that may cause 
failure of the implementation. The plan should be modified right away to 
serve the final objectives of the project. The report must be transparent and 
submitted to the appropriate ASEAN and Japanese authorities.

ASEAN Plus Plus arrangements, such as the Regional Comprehensive 
Economic Partnership or the Trans-Pacific Partnership, should be closely 
monitored in order to make strategic changes in collective plans to produce 
higher benefits from ASEAN-Japan cooperation in the ASEAN community-
building process. 
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ASEAN-Japan Cooperation on 
ASEAN’s Development Gap  
and Connectivity: Working  
Together with Regional and 

Subregional Initiatives

Sanchita Basu Das1

Economic integration and better connectivity are integral to 
maximizing ASEAN’s economic potential and maintaining its centrality in 
shaping the Asia Pacific regional architecture. Despite progressing toward 
its goal of establishing an ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) by 2015 
and having achieved several interim goals over the past two decades, the 
development gap in the region continues to pose a challenge to the ASEAN 
members. The development gap is also present within the three subregional 
initiatives in the ASEAN region: (1) the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS), 
(2) the Brunei Darussalam-Indonesia-Malaysia-Philippines East ASEAN 
Growth Area (BIMP-EAGA), and (3) the Indonesia-Malaysia-Thailand 
Growth Triangle (IMT-GT). 

At the same time, “ASEAN has become increasingly interlinked as an 
economic bloc, and is attracting world attention as being centred in the 
new growth center of the world.”2 The regional grouping has 10 dialogue 
partners and 5 free trade agreement partners.  Informal dialogue relations 
between ASEAN and Japan were established in 1973 and later formalized 
in March 1977 with the inception of the ASEAN-Japan Forum. Since then, 
significant progress has been made in ASEAN-Japan relations, and coopera-
tion spans many more areas, from political-security to economic-financial 
to socio-cultural relations. 

8
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Relations between the two were strengthened by the signing of the Tokyo 
Declaration for the Dynamic and Enduring ASEAN-Japan Partnership in 
the New Millennium and the ASEAN-Japan Plan of Action at the ASEAN-
Japan Commemorative Summit in December 2003 in Tokyo. However, 
recent regional economic developments since the 2008 global financial crisis 
have created an opportunity for the leaders to review the cooperation and 
to examine how it can further enhance economic aspects of the partnership. 
The Joint Declaration for Enhancing ASEAN-Japan Strategic Partnership 
for Prospering Together—also known as the Bali Declaration—was issued 
by the leaders at the 14th ASEAN-Japan Summit in Bali, Indonesia, on 
November 18, 2011, announcing their adoption of the ASEAN-Japan Plan 
of Action 2011–2015.

Given this background, this chapter discusses the future of ASEAN-Japan 
cooperation in terms of narrowing the development gap in ASEAN and 
enhancing connectivity. It also looks at coordination at the regional and 
the subregional levels. 

A S E A N - J a pa n  C o o p e r a t i o n 

For the last 40 years, the ASEAN-Japan partnership has undergone several 
stages of development. Starting with economic partnership in the late 
1960s and 1970s, the relationship broadened to include political-security 
cooperation during the 1980s and 1990s and was further strengthened to 
enhance ASEAN’s integration and community-building endeavors. This 
contributed to close business partnerships with total bilateral trade amount-
ing to US$248 billion in 2011. ASEAN member states are now major foreign 
direct investment destinations for Japanese enterprises. Japan was the first 
dialogue partner country to appoint a resident ambassador to ASEAN in 
2010, and the Mission of Japan to ASEAN was established in Jakarta in 2011. 

The table in the appendix summarizes what ASEAN-Japan cooperation 
has contributed in terms of narrowing the development gap and promoting 
connectivity and subregional cooperation. It is evident that Japan continues 
to support ASEAN’s integration and community-building efforts, includ-
ing the goal of narrowing the development gap in ASEAN through various 
subregional development endeavors.

Japan has expressed strong support for initiatives to strengthen connec-
tivity in ASEAN. At the 14th ASEAN-Japan Summit, the ASEAN leaders 
voiced their appreciation for Japan’s strong commitment to enhancing con-
nectivity under the vision spelled out in their agreements on the Formation 
of the Vital Artery for East-West and Southern Economic Corridor and the 
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Maritime Economic Corridor, as well as through Japan’s support for soft in-
frastructure projects in ASEAN. Japan identified 33 flagship projects related 
to the three ASEAN corridors (East-West Corridor, Southern Economic 
Corridor, and Maritime Economic Corridor).

Japan also plays a substantial supportive role in subregional programs 
such as the GMS, the IMT-GT, and BIMP-EAGA. In the GMS, Japan 
provides development assistance through its official development assis-
tance (ODA) and the Asian Development Bank (ADB), where it plays 
a pivotal role. The Japanese government announced that 2009 would be 
the “Mekong-Japan Exchange Year,” building on the long-term friendship 
between Japan and the Mekong subregion. It supports infrastructure 
projects in the GMS and also encourages states along the river to make 
appropriate reforms. The leaders of the countries in the Mekong subregion 
also reaffirmed that Japan is a long-lasting, reliable, and indispensable 
partner for the Mekong subregion during their Fourth Mekong-Japan 
Summit held in Tokyo on April, 21, 2012.

The ASEAN Economic and Socio-Cultural Community Blueprints recog-
nize BIMP-EAGA as one of the subregional groups to receive support from 
the Initiative for ASEAN Integration (IAI) and the ASEAN Framework 
for Equitable Economic Development, mechanisms that aim to achieve 
the seamless flow of trade, investment, and people within ASEAN by 2015. 
Japan has also reaffirmed its commitment to assisting the BIMP-EAGA 
member countries in developing the East ASEAN Growth Area—as a part 
of efforts for regional integration—by jointly promoting and enhancing 
connectivity in the growth area, particularly in the areas of human resource 
development, physical infrastructure, and trade and investment promotion. 
This is considered a significant contribution to the development of ASEAN’s 
connectivity as well as to economic development and to the narrowing of 
the development divide among BIMP-EAGA countries.

As an IMT-GT development partner, Japan has been active in its coopera-
tion with IMT-GT members in the areas of food security and food safety as 
well as alternative energy. In the Fifth IMT-GT Summit in Hanoi in 2010, the 
leaders agreed to place food safety and high-value agriculture as key areas 
of engagement with Japan. Japan will continue to intensify its support for 
partnership to promote economic cooperation with the IMT-GT countries 
as well as to promote connectivity, trade, investment, tourism, and other 
areas of mutual benefit with these countries. 
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Th e  D e v e l o p m e n t  G a p  i n  A S E A N ,  C o n n e c t i v i t y, 
a n d  S u b r e g i o n a l  C o o p e r a t i o n

ASEAN faces an economic challenge from the developmental differences 
between its more developed (ASEAN-6) and newer members, Cambodia, 
Laos, Myanmar, and Vietnam (CLMV). These differences exist in terms of 
GDP per capita (income per capita), human development indicators, and 
soft and hard infrastructure. For example, Singapore has a first-world per 
capita income level (US$49,936) that is 58 times higher than Myanmar’s per 
capita income level of US$849. Tables 1 through 3 illustrate the differences 
in economic, human development, and poverty indicators within ASEAN. 

Table 1. ASEAN macroeconomic indicators
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Brunei 16.8 0.43 38,801 1 67 32 20 75

Cambodia 14.2 15.2 934 36 23 41 72 54

Indonesia 894.8 244.5 3,660 15 47 38 21 24

Lao PDR 9.3 6.4 1,453 33 32 35 32 29

Malaysia 307.2 29.0 10,578 11 44 45 67 81

Myanmar 54.0 63.7 849 48* 16* 35* 14 20

Philippines 240.6 97.7 2,462 12 33 55 28 21

Singapore 267.9 5.3 49,936 0 28 72 153 171

Thailand 376.9 64.5 5,848 12 45 43 66 66

Vietnam 137.6 90.4 1,523 21 41 38 86 78

Note: * share pertains to year 2004

Source: World Development Indicators, 2012, World DataBank, World Bank.
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Table 2. ASEAN human development indicators
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Brunei  33 50,526  78.0 95.3   2  2*

Cambodia  139 2,398  63.1 77.6*  2  3*

Indonesia  124 4,957  69.4 92.2*  1  3*

Lao PDR  138 3,004  67.5 72.7^  1  3*

Malaysia  61 16,942  74.2 92.5   2  4.1*

Myanmar  149 1,401  65.2 92.0  0  NA

Philippines  112 4,263  68.7 95.4*  1  2.8*

Singapore  26 60,883  81.1 94.7   1  3*

Thailand  103 10,023  74.1 93.5^  3  4*

Vietnam  128 3,545  75.2 92.8   3  5.3*

Note: * Data for the year 2008;  ^Data for the year 2005.

Source: World Development Indicators, 2012, World DataBank, World Bank; UNDP Human 
Development Report 2011, “Sustainability and Equity: A Better Future for All.”

Table 3. Incidence of poverty in ASEAN

Poverty headcount ratio at 
national poverty line

(percentage)

Poverty headcount ratio at  
$1.25 (PPP) a day  

(percentage)

Brunei N.A NA

Cambodia 30.1 (2007) 22.8 (2008)

Indonesia 12.5 (2011) 18.1(2010)

Lao PDR 27.6 (2008) 33.9 (2008)

Malaysia 3.8 (2009) 0 (2009)

Myanmar NA NA

Philippines 26.5 (2009) 18.4 (2009)

Singapore NA NA

Thailand 8.1 (2009) 0.4 (2009)

Vietnam 14.5 (2008) 16.9 (2008)

Note: The number in brackets gives the latest years for which data are available.

Source: World Development Indicators, 2012, World DataBank, World Bank.
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One key development gap also lies in the infrastructure sector. The 
development of hard physical infrastructure in CLMV countries is very 
uneven due to organizational inefficiencies, insufficient budgetary fund-
ing, heavy dependence on ODA, and lack of foreign direct investment. 
The CLMV countries also lack the soft infrastructure (information and 
communications technology, or ICT) that is an important prerequisite for 
the next stage of development.3 Table 4 illustrates the digital divide among 
ASEAN members. 

Table 4. ICT infrastructure indicators, 2011

Fixed-line telephone 
subscriptions per  
100 inhabitants

Cellular subscribers 
per 100 inhabitants

Internet users per  
100 inhabitants 

Brunei 19.7 109 56.0
Cambodia 3.7 70 3.1
Indonesia 15.9 98 18.0
Lao PDR 1.7 87 9.0
Malaysia 14.7 127 61.0
Myanmar 1.1 3 1.0
Philippines 7.1 92 29.0
Singapore 38.9 149 75.1
Thailand 9.7 113 23.7
Vietnam 11.5 143 35.5

Source: ICT Data and Statistics, International Telecommunications Union, http://www.itu.int/
ITU-D/ict/statistics/explorer/index.html.

Beyond these economic and social gaps, there are significant disparities 
in institutional capacity and human resources among the ASEAN member 
countries. The current weak human resource capabilities in the CLMV 
countries, together with weak policies and weak institutional and legal 
frameworks, make it difficult for these countries to raise their productive 
capacities. These challenges further constrain their capacity to make opti-
mum use of foreign aid. 

 Initiative for ASEAN Integration

To address the issue of the development gap, ASEAN launched the IAI 
in 2001. The IAI is primarily directed at the newer ASEAN members, the 
CLMV. It also encompasses subregional groupings, such as the GMS, BIMP-
EAGA, and the IMT-GT. This is expected to assist the CLMV countries to 
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meet ASEAN-wide targets and commitments. Over the years, the IAI has 
evolved from a platform of mutual assistance between the ASEAN-6 and 
the CLMV to an expanded framework that involves dialogue partners and 
development agencies. 

The first IAI Work Plan ( July 2002–June 2008) was completed within 
this policy framework. The work plan covered more than 100 projects in 
four areas, including infrastructure, human resource development, ICT, and 
regional economic integration. The second IAI Work Plan (2009–2015), 
which was endorsed in 2009, is based on key program areas covering all 
three ASEAN Blueprints.

In general, the CLMV countries have professed their satisfaction with 
the usefulness of the program and most of its projects. However, the de-
scriptions of the projects reveal their uneven nature in terms of quality and 
relevance to the IAI’s purposes and, therefore, presumably their effective-
ness.4 The program also seems to suffer from insufficient participation of the 
CLMV countries in the projects’ design and the consequent lack of a sense 
of ownership of the projects on the part of those countries. At the other 
end of the process, most projects carry no provisions for follow-through, 
implementation, or effective dissemination of knowledge or skills gained. 

This suggests that there has to be some improvement in the IAI scheme. 
Coordination has to be strengthened among all agencies. The CLMV 
countries have to be involved at all stages—conception, selection, and 
design—of each project. 

The Eminent Persons Group’s (EPG) report on the ASEAN Charter 
notes that ASEAN’s ability to achieve its long-term economic goals will 
depend on how efficiently the development gap is addressed. Given the 
limited financial resources, new strategies to narrow the development gap 
should be designed to ensure that the less-developed member countries 
are in a position to participate in and fully benefit from the economic 
integration process. 

Master Plan on ASEAN Connectivity

The 17th ASEAN Summit adopted the Master Plan on ASEAN Connectivity 
(MPAC) in 2010 in Vietnam. The plan strives to integrate a region of more 
than 600 million people with a combined GDP of about US$2.1 trillion. 
The master plan identifies several priority projects, including the ASEAN 
Highway Network, a roll-on/roll-off network, and the ASEAN Broadband 
Corridor. It reviewed the achievements made and the challenges encoun-
tered in building up linkages in ASEAN. It also outlined key strategies and 



ASEAN-Japan Cooperation on ASEAN’s Development Gap and Connectivity   |  141  

essential actions with clear targets and timelines for addressing the chal-
lenges. The master plan has three components: (1) physical connectivity, 
(2) institutional connectivity, and (3) people-to-people connectivity. 

Core initiatives of the master plan include improving the economic 
resilience of the region through improved production and distribution net-
works and optimizing benefits from the free-trade agreements of ASEAN. 
Moreover, greater connectivity results not only in economies of scale but 
also in higher interaction among countries, boosting multilateral growth 
and reducing development gaps. Therefore, connectivity is seen as a way of 
promoting the economic growth and sustainability of ASEAN as a whole.5

According to the ADB, the achievement of complete ASEAN connec-
tivity requires around US$600 billion of investment during 2010–2020, 
underscoring the need for cooperation with the 10 dialogue partners and 
for public-private partnerships (PPPs). 

ASEAN has come up with new ways of generating funds for its projects 
under the MPAC. The regional bloc, in collaboration with the ADB, es-
tablished an ASEAN Infrastructure Fund (AIF) in September 2011. The 
fund has total capital of US$485.2 million, of which ASEAN will contribute 
US$335.2 million (69 percent), and the ADB will contribute US$150 million 
(31 percent). In addition, hybrid capital of US$162 million—a financial in-
strument that has both debt and equity characteristics—will be issued after 
the third and last tranche of the initial core equity contributions. Hence, the 
total capital structure of the AIF is US$647.2 million. It has been decided 
that while Malaysia will be the domicile of the AIF, the ADB will manage 
and administer the AIF on behalf of ASEAN. The ASEAN member states 
and the ADB made their first contributions in June 2012.

Subregional Cooperation Arrangements6

In the 1990s, Southeast Asia saw the emergence of subregional cooperation 
arrangements that cross national boundaries but may not involve an entire 
country. Three important ones were the GMS, the IMT-GT, and BIMP-
EAGA (table 5). 

Greater Mekong Subregion

The GMS was instituted involving six countries in 1992, with crucial as-
sistance from the ADB. These countries were Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, 
Thailand, Vietnam, and China (specifically, Yunnan Province and Guangxi 
Zhuang Autonomous Region). As five members of the GMS also belong 
to the ASEAN regional process, the GMS could be seen as an important 
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way to narrow the development divide in the region. Moreover, the GMS 
involved two big countries—China and Thailand—and any actions by these 
two had spillover effects on the smaller countries. 

The GMS has largely been seen as a top-down organization facilitated 
by the ADB. The objective of the GMS program was to enhance connec-
tivity, improve competitiveness, and build a greater sense of community. 
It covered nine priority sectors: agriculture, energy, environment, human 
resource development, investment, telecommunications, tourism, transport 
infrastructure, and transport and trade facilitation. 

In 1998, the GMS adopted an economic corridor approach and recognized 
the development potential of specific geographic areas with improvements 
in infrastructure and trade facilitation measures.7 It designed a holistic 
strategy to improve and enhance investments in transport, energy, and 
telecommunications in the subregion. The first GMS leaders’ summit 
endorsed this in 2002.8 Four key transport corridors have been identified: 
the North-South Corridor from Kunming to Bangkok via Chiang Mai, the 
East-West Corridor, the Southern Corridor, and the Northern Corridor 
from Nanning to Hanoi. 

Apart from physical connectivity, the GMS also adopted the Phnom 
Penh Plan for Development Management in 2002. The goal is to build 
the capacity of GMS senior officials for development management by 
organizing short-term and in-depth learning programs. In 2004, the 
Journal of GMS Development Studies was launched to promote a better 
understanding of development issues in the GMS among all stakehold-
ers. To complement the journal, a research program was also initiated to 
help promote a link between knowledge generation and policymaking 
processes in the subregion.

Despite this, the GMS could not achieve much progress. While the 
North-South Corridor is the most dynamic, progress on the East-
West Corridor, the Southern Corridor, and the Northern Corridor 
has been slower. 

Table 5. Subregional cooperation arrangements in Southeast Asia

GMS IMT-GT BIMP-EAGA

Date established 1992 July 1993 March 1994

Population
(million people) 326 70 57

Land Area
(million square km) 2.6 0.6 1.6

Source: Asian Development Bank, http://beta.adb.org/countries/subregional-programs.
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Indonesia-Malaysia-Thailand Growth Triangle

A second subregional cooperation arrangement, the IMT-GT, was launched 
in July 1993 with 10 provinces from Thailand, Malaysia, and Indonesia. Later, 
it was expanded to 14 provinces in southern Thailand, 8 northern states in 
Malaysia, and 10 provinces in Indonesia. 

In 2006, the ADB began providing support for the development of the 
IMT-GT program. It proposed a Roadmap for IMT-GT, 2007–2011, which 
was endorsed during the Second Leaders’ Summit in Cebu, Philippines, 
in 2007.9 The roadmap identified four economic connectivity corridors as 
keys to strengthening regional infrastructure so as to support increased 
intra- and extra-regional trade, investment, and tourism: (1) the Songkhla-
Penang-Medan Economic Corridor, (2) the Straits of Melaka Economic 
Corridor, (3) the Banda Aceh-Medan-Pekanbaru-Palembang Economic 
Corridor, and (4) the Melaka-Dumai Economic Corridor. A secretariat for 
the growth triangle was also established in Putrajaya, Malaysia, in August 
2007 to coordinate activities between the private sector, foreign investors, 
and other development partners, including the ADB. 

In 2009, a broader roadmap was launched, identifying eight potential 
priority projects for the IMT-GT: (1) Sumatra Ports Development, (2) 
Melaka-Dumai Economic Corridor Multimodal Transport, (3) Sumatra Toll 
Roads Project, (4) Melaka-Pekanbaru Power Interconnection in Indonesia, 
(5) Melaka-Pekanbaru Power Interconnection in Malaysia, (6) Southern 
Thailand Ports Development Program, (7) Pak Bara Cargo Port, and (8) 
Hat Yai-Sadao Toll Road in Thailand. 

The impact of the IMT-GT on member provinces is difficult to ascertain. 
Such an assessment is hampered by the relative lack of IMT-GT level trade, 
investment, and tourism data. 

Brunei Darussalam-Indonesia-Malaysia-Philippines East ASEAN 
Growth Area

Lastly, BIMP-EAGA, which covers Brunei and parts of Indonesia, Malaysia, 
and the Philippines, was launched in March 1994.10 It should be noted 
that the constituent parts have relatively weak infrastructure links to the 
more economically dynamic parts of their countries, i.e., to Java, the Malay 
Peninsula, and Luzon.

BIMP-EAGA strongly encouraged private-sector participation in the 
process. The  BIMP-EAGA Business Council (BEBC) was launched in 
November 1994 and served as an umbrella organization for the private 
sector in the subregion. The BEBC Secretariat was established in Brunei 
in 1996. Among its activities, the BEBC sponsored print publications 
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(EAGA Business Update, Weekend Review) and established a website 
(www.bimpbc.org), inaugurated business forums in 1998, and established 
an EAGA Network of Information. The secretariat relocated in 2001 to 
Kuching, Malaysia, and in 2003 undertook a review and restructuring, 
which shifted authority to centers in other BIMP-EAGA countries. Since 
the restructuring, the BEBC has refocused its attention toward development 
of small and medium-sized enterprises.

The impact of BIMP-EAGA has been limited. With little achievement in 
the first decade after its establishment in 1994, the subregional program in 
2005 formulated a roadmap for the next five years (2006–2010). 

The December 2008 midterm review highlighted the poor institutional 
structure as a major factor for the disappointing progress in implementing 
the Roadmap to Development 2006–2010. It is widely recognized that 
unofficial trade and migration between the islands are rife. The limited 
achievements of BIMP-EAGA were also reflected in constant references 
to the need for re-inventing and re-invigorating.

Following this, during the Eighth BIMP-EAGA Summit in Cambodia in 
2012, the BIMP-EAGA Implementation Blueprint 2012–2016 was adopted, 
calling for increased project delivery and strengthened institutional ar-
rangements. The leaders reiterated their commitments to fast-tracking the 
implementation of various priority infrastructure projects in the subregion, 
particularly in the areas of transport, energy, trade facilitation, and ICT, in 
line with the MPAC.

F u t u r e  o f  A S E A N - J a pa n  C o o p e r a t i o n 

It is clear that the regional and subregional initiatives should not be seen 
separately. ASEAN, as a region, and the subregional cooperation arrange-
ments have similar objectives: promoting trade and investment to increase 
the competitiveness of their members. Both look to invest in hard and soft 
infrastructure projects. It should be noted that infrastructure is a public 
good and hence building infrastructure for the subregion also improves 
the physical connectivity in the ASEAN region as a whole. The GMS and 
BIMP-EAGA both involve countries that are very strategically located 
between the fast-rising economies of China and India. This provides op-
portunities for forging greater economic integration beyond the ASEAN 
region. Finally, in the context of the MPAC, 15 priority projects have been 
identified (table 6). Some of these have had major impacts on individual 
subregional cooperation programs. Infrastructure improvements such as 
the Melaka–Pekan Baru Interconnection in the IMT-GT and the West 
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Kalimantan–Sarawak Interconnection in BIMP-EAGA are expected 
to improve physical connectivity. Completion of the ASEAN Highway 
Network and the Singapore-Kunming rail link are likely to have an impact 
on the GMS.

Therefore, subregional cooperation can potentially support ASEAN’s 
efforts to realize an AEC by 2015 and vice versa.

Table 6. Priority projects under the MPAC

Physical Connectivity
•	 Completion	of	the	ASEAN	Highway	Network	missing	links	and	upgrade	of	Transit	

Transport Routes
•	 Completion	of	the	Singapore	Kunming	Rail	Link	missing	links
•	 Establishment	of	an	ASEAN	Broadband	Corridor
•	 Melaka–Pekan	Baru	Interconnection	(IMT-GT,	Indonesia)
•	 West	Kalimantan–Sarawak	Interconnection	(BIMP-EAGA,	Indonesia)
•	 Study	on	the	roll-on/roll-off	network	and	short-sea	shipping

Institutional Connectivity
•	 Development	and	operationalization	of	mutual	recognition	arrangements	for	priori-

tized and selected industries
•	 Establishment	of	common	rules	for	standards	and	conformity	assessment	procedures
•	 Operationalization	of	all	national	single	windows	by	2012
•	 Options	for	a	framework/modality	toward	the	phased	reduction	and	elimination	of	

scheduled investment restrictions/impediments
•	 Operationalization	of	the	ASEAN	agreements	on	transport	facilitation

People-to-People Connectivity
•	 Easing	of	visa	requirements	for	ASEAN	nationals
•	 Development	of	ASEAN	Virtual	Learning	Resources	Centres
•	 Development	of	ICT	skill	standards
•	 Launch	of	ASEAN	community-building	program

Source: Master Plan on ASEAN Connectivity, ASEAN Secretariat website at http://www.
aseansec.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/MPAC.pdf.

Recommendations

The next stage of ASEAN-Japan cooperation needs to seriously address 
three main issues in ASEAN: the developmental divide, infrastructure de-
velopment, and coordination between regional and subregional cooperation 
arrangements. This could be done over the short, medium, or long term, 
depending on the need for effective regional integration.

Short-Term Measures for ASEAN-Japan Cooperation

Aligning Subregional Progr ams to Regional Initiatives: 
Looking at the similarities between ASEAN and the subregional initia-
tives, ASEAN-Japan cooperation should take a more coordinated approach 
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between ASEAN and the subregional frameworks. Moreover, as subre-
gional initiatives are seen to be progressing slowly, more benefits could be 
garnered if they are linked to regional activities. The ADB has approved a 
regional technical assistance project to strengthen regional cooperation 
and promote links between BIMP-EAGA, the IMT-GT, the GMS, and 
ASEAN to help implement the MPAC and actualize the AEC by 2015 and 
maintain it beyond that date. 

BIMP-EAGA cooperation has in recent years resulted in activities that 
help its member countries develop, and it links well with ASEAN’s goals, 
including the implementation of a number of priority projects under the 
MPAC. Officials from ASEAN and BIMP-EAGA have pledged to boost 
stronger linkages among sectoral working groups to further strengthen 
areas of collaboration and explore the untapped economic potential in 
some subregional groupings within the economic region.11

In addition to the ADB and other efforts, ASEAN-Japan cooperation 
should also propose a detailed study of opportunities to combine regional 
and subregional activities. The study can help align the subregional and 
regional programs, map various activities, and optimize the use of scarce 
resources. It is important to keep in mind the need to streamline approaches 
and delineate program responsibilities in light of the many regional and 
subregional initiatives that often have similar or overlapping objectives, 
strategies, and action plans. Both initiatives can focus on narrowing the 
development gap in the region as this is going to be a major factor in the 
success of the region going beyond 2015. 

This is something that needs to be done in the shortest possible timeframe 
in order to optimize the use of scarce resources. This has not been a feature 
of ASEAN-Japan cooperation in the past. 

Medium-Term Measures for ASEAN-Japan Cooperation

Enhancing Connectivity and Encour aging PPPs: ASEAN-
Japan cooperation should look at infrastructure development as a tool 
for narrowing the development gaps between more developed and less 
developed countries in the region. For this to happen, ASEAN-Japan co-
operation must promote the development of PPP schemes to finance the 
implementation of the MPAC. The cooperation can draw on lessons from 
previous engagement with ASEAN, and it can identify the gaps and support 
the MPAC accordingly.

One key and new area where ASEAN-Japan cooperation can make a seri-
ous contribution is in getting the member countries ready for PPP invest-
ment. There are several factors that ASEAN needs to have in place before 
it can attract the private sector to invest in its infrastructure. The region can 
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develop efficient PPP infrastructure projects provided its member countries 
have established good governance of accountability, transparency, fairness, 
and efficiency. The countries also need to develop a favorable regulatory 
environment and robust institutional framework so as to develop tax in-
centive policies, tariffs, and risk mitigation mechanisms. ASEAN members 
must have the operational maturity to oversee a PPP project. Finally, for 
the financing package that will determine the mix of debt and equity or mix 
between domestic and external financing, ASEAN states need to develop 
their capital markets. But to develop these, ASEAN countries, especially 
Cambodia, Laos, and Myanmar, need not only financial assistance but also 
significant technical assistance. ASEAN-Japan cooperation can definitely 
contribute in this area.

Long-Term Measures for ASEAN-Japan Cooperation

ASEAN’s Economic Divide: Addressing this is an ongoing process under 
ASEAN-Japan cooperation. If the economic divide in ASEAN is not effec-
tively addressed, a two-tier or three-tier ASEAN would clearly slow down 
the integration process and undermine the AEC initiative going toward 
2030. ASEAN-Japan cooperation should look to enhance the effectiveness 
of the IAI program in ASEAN. This could be done by involving the CLMV 
countries from the beginning by assessing their needs and by developing 
projects jointly. ASEAN-Japan cooperation should also keep a provision for 
implementation and effective dissemination of knowledge or skills gained, 
which could be beneficial for the next project.

Resource Mobilization to Narrow the Development Gap: 
One new initiative that ASEAN-Japan cooperation can undertake is to 
look for alternative approaches to resource mobilization to narrow the 
development gap in ASEAN. While funding and loans from international 
institutions and dialogue partners are able to fill part of the total resource 
needs, the total amount of the resources mobilized from these traditional 
sources may not be sufficient to implement all initiatives. This is also 
recognized by the EPG’s report on the ASEAN Charter, which notes 
that given the limited financial resources available to ASEAN, innova-
tive ways of sourcing development assistance will be needed to narrow 
the development gap. In this regard, the EPG recommends that a special 
fund for narrowing the development gap should be established with vol-
untary contributions from member countries. The group suggests that 
a new innovative funding mechanism should be explored by experts to 
raise resources for this special fund through, for example, a share of sales 
or excise taxes, airport taxes, or visa fees. ASEAN-Japan cooperation 
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should support this kind of vision of new ways of generating funding 
and should undertake expert-group studies to explore the feasibility of 
different options.

❖  ❖  ❖

Thus, going toward 2030, ASEAN leaders must understand the importance 
of a harmonious approach to achieving integration. Strong political con-
sensus is needed for cooperation and to build alignments between regional 
and subregional frameworks. This, if implemented, is expected to narrow 
the discrepancies among the economic communities and participants; 
overcome, to a certain extent, the problem of overlapping membership; 
and accelerate the progress toward an ASEAN community. 

Subregional cooperation arrangements such as the GMS, the IMT-GT, 
and BIMP-EAGA can be viewed as bite-size models for attracting invest-
ment and technology as well as building blocks for ASEAN regionalism. 
Their less-rigid structure as compared with the ASEAN process could be 
used according to the investors’ demand. 

Above all, for both subregional and regional processes, most of the deci-
sions and agreements for economic integration are to be implemented at the 
national level. Hence, strong national mechanisms are needed to plan, orga-
nize, coordinate, and follow up on each country’s or province’s commitments. 

ASEAN-Japan cooperation could address all these issues holistically and 
could not only help ASEAN members meet their goals of integration going 
toward 2030 but also help ASEAN to maintain its centrality in the broader 
Asian integration process. This is also enshrined in the Joint Declaration for 
Enhancing ASEAN-Japan Strategic Partnership for Prospering Together, 
adopted in Bali on November 18, 2011.
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Development of Small and Medium 
Enterprises in the ASEAN Economies

Yuri Sato

Small and medium enterprises (SMEs) have been in the spotlight 
in ASEAN due to dramatic changes in East Asia’s trade structures associ-
ated with a massive intra-industry division of labor.1 SMEs are seen as 
having significant potential to contribute to regional development through 
participation in international production networks, or global value chains. 
Greater participation of SMEs in production networks through closer link-
ages with multinational corporations (MNCs) is viewed as a potent means 
of accelerating SME upgrading in such areas as productivity, technology, 
and managerial knowhow.2

This notion, however, requires reservations in at least two aspects. First, 
the contribution of the ASEAN SME sector to international production 
networks remains limited relative to its large size in terms of the number 
of establishments and its contribution to employment. The average SME 
export share of five ASEAN member countries (Indonesia, Malaysia, the 
Philippines, Thailand, and Vietnam) is 23 percent, which is lower than that 
of their counterparts in other East Asian economies, where the export share 
of SMEs is 43 percent in Korea, 40 to 60 percent in China, and 56 percent 
in Taiwan.3 There thus seems to be considerable room for improvement 
in linking the ASEAN SME sector to international production networks.

Second, and more fundamentally, the ASEAN SME sector is character-
ized by heterogeneity.4 One extreme is those SMEs that are keen to improve 
productivity and innovative capabilities to meet the increased competition 
in the global market. In Singapore, more than 100,000 SMEs, which account 
for 70 percent of the total SMEs in the country, utilize business support 
programs organized by the governmental enterprise development agency 
and centers.5

9
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The other extreme is those SMEs that dominate the SME sector in 
late-comer and populous ASEAN member countries. Most of them are 
micro in size and located in rural agrarian economies with limited access 
to markets and finance. An initial focus of SME development in this case 
should be put on human resource development to acquire basic managerial 
and financial skills.

Given the trends toward economic integration in East Asia on the one 
hand and the heterogeneity of the ASEAN SME sector on the other hand, 
there are two development pathways for ASEAN SMEs to take, as illus-
trated in figure 1.

Figure 1. Framework of ASEAN SME development: the competitive and dy-
namic pathway and the inclusive pathway

Source: by author, arranged from ERIA, The Jakarta Framework: Moving AEC Forward into 2015 and 
Beyond ( Jakarta: ERIA, 2011).

SME development is the backbone of the ASEAN Economic Community 
(AEC), which aims to enhance integration and competitiveness of ASEAN 
economies. SME development is also viewed as contributing to narrowing 
the development gaps among the ASEAN economies. Development of 
SMEs is realized through capability upgrading. However, their processes 
of upgrading and the development pathways they take to achieve the aim 
of the AEC are far from uniform, reflecting the wide spectrum of entities 
in the ASEAN SME sector. Development pathways are twofold. The first 
is the competitive and dynamic pathway, in which SMEs increase their 
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competitiveness through participation in production networks with MNCs 
or local large enterprises. The second is the inclusive pathway, in which 
SMEs upgrade their capabilities in tandem with local community develop-
ment. The two development pathways are not mutually exclusive, and SMEs 
in the inclusive pathway could have a chance to directly or indirectly take 
part in production networks. SME suppliers to MNCs in the competitive 
pathway could also utilize mechanisms of collective action emerging from 
local community development, such as joint purchasing and order sharing.

Government policy support can be broadly categorized into (1) direct 
support to facilitate SME capability upgrading, (2) indirect support to cre-
ate institutional environments conducive for SME development in both of 
the two pathways, and (3) establishment of the foundation of ASEAN to 
support more effective SME policymaking and implementation.

With this framework in mind, this chapter reviews features of the ASEAN 
SME sector, discusses tasks that ASEAN must undertake to address prob-
lems in the sector, and attempts to identify possible areas of ASEAN-Japan 
cooperation in line with the mission to move the ASEAN Community 
forward to 2015 and beyond.

A S E A N  P o l i c y  B l u e p r i n t  a n d  A c t i o n  P l a n  o n 
S M E  D e v e l o p m e n t

The ASEAN leaders have recognized SME development as a vital element 
for the AEC to be a competitive and equitable economic region. That is 
why ASEAN has formulated SME-specific policies. In 2004, ASEAN drew 
up the “ASEAN Policy Blueprint for SME Development 2004–2014.” The 
blueprint aims to facilitate the emergence of an ASEAN SME sector that is 
entrepreneurial, innovative, outward-looking, competitive and resilient.6 It 
contains work plans, policy measures, and indicative outputs.

In 2009, the sixth year of the 10-year blueprint, the ASEAN economic 
ministers (AEM) decided to develop the “ASEAN Strategic Action Plan for 
SME Development 2010–2015” in order to accelerate the implementation 
of the blueprint. The Strategic Action Plan states its mission as follows: 

By 2015, ASEAN SMEs shall be world-class enterprises, capable of integra-
tion into the regional and global supply chains, able to take advantage of the 
benefits of ASEAN economic community building, and operating in a policy 
environment that is conducive to SME development, exports and innovation.7

To realize that mission, the Strategic Action Plan set the following 
six goals:
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•	 Enhancing	internationalization of SMEs and SME marketing capabilities
•	 Improving	SME	access to finance
•	 Strengthening	SME	human resource development and capacity building
•	 Creating	an	incubator	and	promoting	local SME development
•	 Establishing	an	SME	service	center/ASEAN	SME	service	desk
•	 Setting	up	an	ASEAN	SME	Regional	Development	Fund8

Under these goals, the specific plans, key activities, timeline, and respon-
sible member countries were formulated into a policy matrix. Among the 
major deliverables are the following:

•	 A	common curriculum for entrepreneurship in ASEAN
•	 A comprehensive SME service center with regional and subregional 

linkages in ASEAN economies
•	 An SME financing facility in each ASEAN economy
•	 A regional program of internship schemes for staff exchanges and visits 

for skills training
•	 A	regional	SME	development	fund	to	support	 intra-ASEAN	business	

leaders

In 2011, the ASEAN and East Asia Summits emphasized the role of SMEs 
as vehicles for accelerating intraregional trade, rebalancing the economies 
toward domestic and regional demand, and promoting inclusive growth 
in Asia.

As seen in the policy blueprint, the Strategic Action Plan, and other of-
ficial statements, the ASEAN leaders seem to be fully aware of the necessity 
of competitive and innovative SMEs and have already outlined a wide range 
of challenges confronting ASEAN SMEs, as well as concrete actions to ad-
dress those challenges. All these policies are ongoing, and there is no official 
progress report yet. Though progress might have been made to a certain 
extent in parts of ASEAN, generating an “entrepreneurial, growth-oriented, 
outward-looking, modern and innovative” and “world-class” SME sector 
in ASEAN remains a serious challenge given the current state of ASEAN 
SMEs as described below.

C u r r e n t  St a t e  o f  A S E A N  S M E s

A Variety of SME Definitions

Table 1 compares official definitions and contributions of SMEs to the 
national economy in the 10 ASEAN member countries and Japan, based 
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on the latest official statistics and information from each governmental 
authority. As seen in the table, a variety of official definitions of SMEs 
among the ASEAN countries is one of the major constraints to capturing 
a comprehensive picture of ASEAN SMEs.

First, all the member countries use the number of workers per establish-
ment as a common criterion, but cut-off lines between SMEs and large enter-
prises vary from 100 to 300 persons. Only four countries adopt a definition 
of SMEs as enterprises with fewer than 100 workers, which coincides with 
the standard Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) definition.

Second, except for Brunei and Cambodia, all the countries use additional 
criteria such as assets excluding land and buildings, annual sales, investment, 
and capital, some of which vary by sector. Cut-off lines valued in terms of 
local currencies are revised every few years.

Third, some countries do not have cut-off lines separating micro enter-
prises from their SME category. Micro enterprises, often defined as having 
fewer than five workers, are dominant in large parts of developing ASEAN 
economies and typically operate in the informal sector without registering 
their status. Whether or not micro enterprises are included significantly 
affects size structure, challenges, and policy implications.

Contribution of SMEs to the National Economy

Table 1 separates “small & medium” enterprises, excluding micro establish-
ments, and “plus micro” establishments, consisting of micro, small, and 
medium establishments, and it lists all available data on SMEs’ shares in 
terms of the number of establishments, employment, and value added. 

The “plus micro” row is relatively complete. Interestingly, no obvious dif-
ference is found between ASEAN countries and Japan in regard to SMEs’ 
dominance in the number of establishments and employment. The shares 
in Laos might possibly be underestimated partly due to a lack of formal reg-
istration. It can be rather safely said that, in the ASEAN economies, SMEs 
including micro enterprises account for 97 to 99.9 percent of all enterprises, 
and for 53 percent (Malaysia) to 97 percent (Indonesia) of employment, 
and contribute to 30 percent (Malaysia) to 58 percent (Indonesia) of GDP 
in each country.

The “small & medium” row demonstrates the dearth of data facing the 
ASEAN SME sector, although this segment plays a key role in the com-
petitive and dynamic pathway of SME development (the right side of the 
framework in figure 1). Limited data indicate that the contribution of SMEs 
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excluding micro enterprises varies considerably from 1 percent (Indonesia) 
to 44 percent (Brunei) in terms of the number of establishments and from 
7 percent (Indonesia) to 34 percent (Malaysia) in terms of employment. 
Unfortunately, data on contribution to GDP are available in only two 
countries, Indonesia and Malaysia, which coincidentally both have the 
same significant level of 23 percent. (The level of 55 percent in Vietnam is 
the share of invested capital.) 

Higher shares in the “small & medium” segment generally represent 
higher degrees of SME development, as typically shown by the figures for 
Japan. Except for Malaysia and Brunei, the data do not show any signs of the 
countries catching up. In addition, Japan’s size in the number of establish-
ments classified as small and medium outstrips any of the ASEAN countries, 
including Indonesia, which has almost 10 times as many establishments if 
micro enterprises are included.

“Missing Middle” and “Dominant Large” Lead Stagnant SMEs

Dipak Mazumdar has derived three patterns in size structure of small, 
medium, and large enterprises from his analysis of the Asian manufactur-
ing sector. (Micro enterprises with fewer than five workers are excluded 
in this study.)9

The first pattern is “missing middle,” or “bi-modal.” As seen in figure 2, 
the employment share of medium-sized enterprises is clearly lower than 
those of small and large enterprises in India, Indonesia, and to some ex-
tent the Philippines. What matters with this pattern is not the smallness 
of the medium-sized enterprise segment but the low labor productivity at 
the low end. Wage levels of small enterprises in India, Indonesia, and the 
Philippines described in figure 3 are only around 20–35 percent of those of 
large enterprises. Small enterprises are absorbing a great deal of employ-
ment, working with low productivity at low levels of technology, and are 
generally not competitive. This pattern is viewed as typical in developing 
Asian economies.

The second pattern is “dominant large,” or “skewed to the right.” In 
Malaysia and Thailand (figure 2), large enterprises with 200 workers or 
more account for the majority of employment. Large enterprises have 
been a major driver of manufactured exports, and the relative wage level 
of SMEs is high with increased productivity (figure 3). The problem 
with this pattern lies in the relatively limited labor absorption of large 
enterprises, and hence the manufacturing sector as a whole, due to high 
capital intensity. Consequently, the primary and tertiary sectors play a 
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Figure 2. Share of total employment in the manufacturing sector by enterprise 
size (%), 2005     

Note: Enterprise size is measured in terms of the number of workers.
Source: Mazumdar (2009) and Mazumdar and Sarkar (2013).

Figure 3. Wage differentials in the manufacturing sector by enterprise size 
(large enterprises = 100), 2005

Note: Enterprise size is measured in terms of the number of workers.
Source: Mazumdar (2009) and Mazumdar and Sarkar (2013).
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larger part in employment absorption. This leads to inequality of SME 
growth by sector.

The third is the “balanced” pattern, or “the SME model.” Japan, Taiwan, 
and Korea display relatively balanced distributions of employment across 
small, medium, and large enterprises and moderate inclination of wage 
differentials (see Taiwan in figures 2 and 3). Compared with the former 
two patterns, this SME model has the advantage that SMEs participate as 
much in employment growth in manufacturing as large enterprises, which 
leads to growth with equity and balanced productivity.

Most ASEAN countries may fall into the category of “missing middle” or 
“dominant large,” where SMEs remain stagnant due either to low productiv-
ity or low employment absorption.

SMEs’ Export Contribution and Participation in Production 
Networks

Figure 4 illustrates the contribution of SMEs (including micro enterprises) 
to the national economy in Indonesia, which is categorized by a typical 
“missing middle” pattern. The figure shows a beautiful dual structure, with 
an enormous number of micro enterprises earning 35 percent of GDP on 
the one hand, and large enterprises accounting for merely 0.01 percent in 
number but earning 42 percent of GDP on the other hand. What is most 
striking is shares in export (excluding oil and gas). Large enterprises’ con-
tribution jumps up to 84 percent, while micro enterprises seem to have 
nothing to do with exports. The shares of  SMEs may go up if indirect 
exports through subcontracting are taken into account, but they may go 
down if oil and gas exports are included.

Ganeshan Wignaraja calculates the contribution of SMEs to exports in-
cluding indirect exports for five ASEAN member countries in his analysis 
of SME participation in production networks using a data set comprising 
5,900 manufacturing enterprises.10 As seen in figure 5, the shares of SME 
exports, though still limited, rose modestly between the late 1990s and the 
late 2000s. This picture is broadly reflective of the degree of SME participa-
tion in international production networks. Thailand, the Philippines, and 
Malaysia—with higher SME export shares—are among the countries 
having higher export shares of machinery parts and components in total 
exports, as described in studies by the Economic Research Institute for 
ASEAN and East Asia (ERIA) and Kimura Fukunari.11

Recent literature vigorously attempts to figure out which determinants 
push SMEs to participate in production networks and to move up from 
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low– to high–value adding activities in the networks. According to a series 
of ERIA studies, key determinants are firm size, productivity, and foreign 
ownership. Innovation efforts, managerial attitudes, access to finance, 
and debt servicing capability are additional factors.12 The above-cited 
study by Wignaraja finds that, in addition to firm size, foreign owner-
ship, and access to bank credit, educated workers, an experienced CEO, 
internationally agreed quality certification (e.g., ISO standards), and 
patent registration positively affect the probability of SME participation 

Figure 4. Contribution of SMEs to the national economy in Indonesia, 2011

Note: Export value excludes oil and gas.
Source: Statistics of the State Ministry of Cooperatives and SMEs of Indonesia.

Figure 5. Share of large firms and SMEs in total exports

Source: Wignaraja (2012) and Harvie and Lee (2002).
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in production networks. Younger SMEs are more likely to participate in 
production networks. Wignaraja also notes that a lack of trust, or a “trust 
deficit,” among SMEs impedes the development of production networks 
with greater SME involvement.13

Challenges for Enhancing Technological Capabilities

For SMEs moving toward greater involvement in production networks and 
exports, one of the prerequisites is technological capabilities. Literature 
points to positive mutual effects between firm-level technological capabili-
ties and production network development.14

Table 2 lists some indicators that are generally used to represent country-
level technological capabilities and compares the ASEAN members with 
other Asian countries. The indicators here describe enterprises of all sizes 
because it is difficult to obtain data that represent nationwide firm-level 
technological capabilities with clear cut-off lines between large enterprises 
and SMEs.

The number of ISO 9001 certifications acquired by enterprises in the 10 
ASEAN countries evidently increased more than twofold in the last decade, 
although they still have far fewer than other Asian countries. Malaysia, 
Thailand, and Indonesia are running in front, Vietnam is catching up, and 
Myanmar, Laos, and Cambodia are just starting, while others are stagnant. 
On the contrary, shares of high-technology exports decreased in the same 
period in all the countries for which data are available. In terms of R&D 
expenditure as a percentage of GDP, only Singapore and Malaysia show 
upward trends. 

Table 3 compares the number of patent applications in some ASEAN 
countries, China, and Japan. Among the ASEAN members, Thailand and 
Malaysia are the leaders, each exceeding 1,000 applications in 2010. In 
Thailand, the percentage of applications by resident has strikingly risen in 
recent years to reach 63 percent in 2010. Nevertheless, patent applications 
in other ASEAN countries are less pervasive. Furthermore, the number 
of annual applications in China and Japan is 240 times higher than that 
of Thailand, and the percentages of applications by resident reach around 
80 percent.

Overall, indicators related to technological capabilities in ASEAN 
countries show a patchy pattern by country. They are uneven by indicator 
and are not increasing linearly. The result suggests a relatively low level of 
institutional development and of industrialists’ awareness of technological 
upgrading in the ASEAN countries.
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W h a t  A S E A N  N e e d s  t o  D o  f o r  S M E 
D e v e l o p m e n t

SME Development Strategy in the Competitive and Dynamic 
Pathway

In the competitive and dynamic pathway, a key to SME development is 
greater involvement of SMEs in production networks. Empirical literature 
reveals that a firm’s participation in networks and its capability upgrading 
are correlated in a kind of virtuous cycle; firms with higher capabilities 
participate more in production networks,15 and a firm’s participation in 
networks can help it further upgrade its capabilities.16 Well-linked firms 
outperform non-linked firms in product and process innovation by reducing 
the innovation costs. More diverse information sources tend to engender 
more types of innovation.17

Figure 6 is a conceptual diagram of SME development paths. In general, 
SMEs operate using relatively low technology and market their products 

Table 2. Selected indicators of technological capabilities in ASEAN and other 
Asian countries

Country

Number of                   
ISO 9001certifications

High-tech  exports  
(% of  manufactured 

exports)
R & D expenditure           

(% of GDP)
2000 2010 2000 2010 2000 2008

Brunei 193 61 9    n.a. 0.02    n.a.
Cambodia  1 6    n.a.    n.a. 0.05    n.a.
Indonesia  1,860 6,524 16 11 0.07 0.08
Laos 0 9    n.a.    n.a. 0.04    n.a.
Malaysia  2,355 8,614 60 45 0.47 0.63
Myanmar  4 26    n.a.    n.a. 0.11    n.a.
Philippines  1,027 944 73 68 0.14 0.11
Singapore  3,900 3,934 63 50 1.85 2.66
Thailand  2,553 6,799 33 24 0.25 0.21
Vietnam 184 2,036 11 6 0.19    n.a.

Total/ Average 12,077 28,953 38 34 0.32 0.74 

China  25,657 297,037 19 28 0.90 1.47
Korea 15,424 24,778 35 29 2.30 3.36
India  5,682 33,932 6 7 0.77 0.76
Japan  21,329 58,836 29 18 3.04 3.45
Note:  In high-tech exports, the figure of Burnei is from 1998 instead of 2000; those of Korea 

and Vietnam are from 2009 instead of 2010. In R & D expenditure, the figures for 
Brunei, Laos, Philippines, and Vietnam are from 2002; those of Philippines, Thailand, 
and India are from 2007, Malaysia from 2006, and Indonesia from 2009.

Source: ISO, ISO Survey 2011, and World Bank, World Development Indicators.
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domestically, represented in the lower left quadrant of the diagram. There 
are two possible development paths for moving out of this quadrant by 
utilizing linkages.

The first path, which is relevant to the competitive and dynamic pathway, 
is technological upgrading, moving rightward in the diagram. The first step 
is to go into linkages with large enterprises, either local or foreign, that are 
producing for the domestic market (the lower right quadrant). SMEs may 
need to make investments to meet the requirements of the new custom-
ers. If the large enterprises start exporting products, suppliers are selected 
according to stricter criteria in order to conform to global standards. Thus 
entry into the upper right quadrant is the biggest hurdle for SMEs. They 
need holistic improvements of production processes in light of quality, costs, 
and delivery. SMEs should invest further in physical equipment and human 
resources and may have to compete with foreign suppliers.

In the competitive and dynamic pathway, SMEs are trained mainly 
through business transactions with customers and competition with rivals. 
Such business training can be more effective for capability upgrading than 
direct support by the government. The needed policy support may be in-
direct in nature, by creating an institutional environment to support SMEs 
that lack resources and to lighten their burden. Major policy support in the 
competitive and dynamic pathway should be as follows:

Table 3. Number of patent applications by residents in ASEAN countries, 
China, and Japan

Country Indonesia Malaysia Philippines Singapore
Year 2005 2010 2005 2010 2005 2010 2005 2010
Number of applications              
by residents

235 516 522 1,231 210 170 569 895

Percentage of applica-
tions by residents in 
total applications 

5% 9% 8% 19% 9% 5% 7% 9%

Country Thailand Vietnam China Japan
Year 2005 2010 2005 2010 2005 2010 2005 2010
Number of applications              
by residents

891 1,214 362 306 93,485 293,066 367,960 290,081 

Percentage of applica-
tions by residents in 
total applications 

14% 63% 17% 9% 54% 75% 86% 84%

Note:    “Applications by residents” refers to those filed by applicants who are residing in the 
country of application.  No applications were filed by residents in Brunei. No data are available 
for Cambodia, Laos, and Myanmar.

Source: World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) Statistics Database.



Development of Small and Medium Enterprises in the ASEAN Economies   |  167  

•	 Develop	institutions	to	expand	SME	financing	so	as	to	enable	SMEs	to	
make necessary investments for technological upgrading

•	 Improve	institutions	for	SMEs	to	access	various	business	support	services
•	 Develop	technological	and	managerial	human	resources	needed	for	SMEs	

to upgrade
•	 Improve	physical	connectivity,	transportation	and	communication	in-

frastructure, and logistics services to reduce costs and to fulfill required 
delivery (Strict observance of delivery is essential in the export business)

•	 Reduce	bureaucratic	costs	in	investment,	taxes,	customs,	licensing,	and	
other business activities

SME Development Strategy through the Inclusive Pathway

The second SME development path uses linkages for exporting, moving 
upward in the diagram (figure 6), which is defined as the inclusive pathway. 
This consists of direct or indirect exports through linkages with local traders, 
middlemen, exporters, trading houses, foreign tourists, or foreign buyers. 
These agents play a significant role in providing information on markets, 
design, and technology. Typically, producers are small in scale and use 
relatively low levels of technology. In successful cases, however, inefficiency 

Figure 6. Development paths of SMEs through linkages

Source: by author, arranged from Uchikawa and Keola (2009): 245.
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resulting from their small size can be mitigated by coordinating the func-
tions of the local or foreign agents. Exports provide SMEs the opportunity 
to upgrade their capabilities through their efforts to meet requirements in 
overseas markets.

A key to SME development in the inclusive pathway is the development 
of devices that can make up for the disadvantages they suffer due to their 
size. In addition to export linkages, studies on clusters in Italy and Taiwan 
suggest that a mechanism for collective action among SMEs, such as joint 
purchasing and order sharing, helps reduce costs.18 However, mechanisms 
for collective action do not work well when trust among SMEs is lacking. 
Trust, a basic ingredient for developing positive collective behavior, can be 
generated among local community members through participation in com-
munity development activities. That is why local community development 
is important to make collective action effective. In the inclusive pathway, 
export linkages and collective action are among the desirable strategies 
for mitigating the low productivity that is inherent in the “missing middle” 
pattern of SME size structure.

In relation to the “dominant large” pattern in which SMEs have low em-
ployment absorption capacity, promoting new entries would be another 
strategy in the inclusive pathway. The study on SMEs across 76 countries 
mentioned above finds that lower costs of entry are among the factors with 
the largest effect on larger SME sectors.19 Some measures to reduce costs 
or barriers of entry are necessary to promote new entries, such as start-up 
support services in aspects of management and financing.

As indicated, the role of government policy support in the inclusive 
pathway is to level the playing field for SMEs. Compared with the com-
petitive pathway, policy support needed in the inclusive pathway is more 
direct. Major necessary policies that are necessary to support the inclusive 
pathway are as follows:

•	 Promote	collective	action	among	SMEs	in	line	with	local	community	
development

•	 Develop	institutions	to	promote	SMEs’	access	to	wider	markets,	includ-
ing those overseas

•	 Provide	basic	managerial	support	(e.g.,	bookkeeping)	for	SMEs	so	that	
they will be better able to access credit

•	 Develop	 institutions	 to	 reduce	 risks	 and	 to	 lower	barriers	 to	SME	
financing

•	 Develop	entrepreneurial	human	 resources	 for	SMEs,	 including	new	
startups
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Foundation for SME Policymaking and Implementation

ASEAN needs to establish a foundation of information for SMEs, presented 
in a comprehensive and uniform manner, which would help make SME-
related policymaking and implementation more effective.

Requested at the ASEAN Summit in 2011, the ASEAN SME Policy Index 
is now being constructed by ERIA, with the OECD SME Policy Index 
being used as a reference. The ASEAN SME Policy Index is expected to 
enable assessment, monitoring, and hence better policy planning for SME 
promotion. The index presents an assessment framework comprising the 
following eight dimensions (and more detailed sub-dimensions) with six 
levels of policy reform ranging from low to high ends.20

1. Institutional framework
2. Access to support services
3. Cheaper and faster start-up and better legislation and regulations for 

SMEs
4. Access to financing
5. Technology and technology transfer
6. International market expansion
7. Promotion of entrepreneurial education
8. More effective representation of SMEs’ interests

A more fundamental source of information on SMEs that should be 
constructed is an ASEAN SME database. Again, the OECD SME Statistics 
will be a good reference. As shown in table 1, official data on SMEs in the 
ASEAN member countries are far from comprehensive and uniform. 
Without capturing the whole picture of SMEs across the countries, the 
actual heterogeneity of the ASEAN SME sector cannot be understood. In 
order to derive the right strategies that are effectively targeted to the right 
segments of the SME sector, there is a need to comprehend the distribution 
of ASEAN SMEs with comparable cut-offs by size and by sector.

A S E A N - J a pa n  C o o p e r a t i o n  f o r  
S M E  D e v e l o p m e n t

Uniqueness of Japan: A Wealth of Experience in SME 
Development

As discussed above, industrial organizations in Japan follow the “bal-
anced” pattern. On the one hand, large enterprises emerged in the form 
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of zaibatsu, large industrial and financial business groups, in the 1880s, 
and these grew into MNCs after the 1960s. On the other hand, SMEs 
emerged as exporters of traditional light industries in the 1910s and then 
developed mainly as subcontractors of modern machinery industries after 
the 1930s. This process can be characterized as the parallel development 
of large enterprises and SMEs.

Japan’s relatively long history of SME development could offer several 
suggestions for ASEAN countries. First, the history of Japanese SME de-
velopment represents the competitive and dynamic pathway. The widely 
shared view is that the main driver of SME development was not external 
assistance but internal learning and entrepreneurial activities in a competi-
tive environment. There is much evidence of “small but highly competitive” 
enterprises and their evolution “from micro to the world class,” which could 
be inspirational for ASEAN countries.21

Second, Japan’s SME development process, parallel to large enterprises, 
also represents the inclusive pathway. Collective action by small firms in 
rural and urban communities, clusters, and cooperatives helped SMEs 
overcome their size disadvantage. A well-known example is the one village 
one product (OVOP) movement, a joint production and marketing activ-
ity among villagers for selected local specialty products, advocated by then 
Governor Morihiko Hiramatsu of Oita prefecture in 1979. Some ASEAN 
countries have introduced the OVOP program (e.g., the one tambon one 
product, or OTOP, in Thailand).

Third, Japan has experience with a full range of SME policies at the central 
and local government levels. The line-up of policy instruments encompasses 
the following categories:

(1) To level the playing field for SMEs
•	 Financing
•	 Preferential	taxation
•	 Subcontractor	protection	to	regulate	unfair	transaction	practices
•	 Management	support	services
•	 Reconstruction	support	services

(2) To revitalize SMEs
•	 Technology	development	support	services
•	 Human	resource	development	support	services
•	 Overseas	business	development	support	services
•	 New	business	(products,	markets)	support	services
•	 Revitalization	of	local	commercial	areas
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•	 Start-up	support	services
•	 Promotion	of	SMEs	to	bid for government-funded projects22

Most of these policy instruments are supported by specific laws and regu-
lations and are well institutionalized. As seen in figure 7, SME policies are 
implemented with the SME Agency serving as the headquarters, working 
together with governmental organizations (e.g., SMRJ, the Organization 
for SMEs and Regional Innovation, Japan; and JETRO, the Japan External 
Trade Organization), government banks, credit guarantee corporations, 
regional governments, their SME support centers, business organizations 
(e.g., chambers of commerce and industry, societies of commerce and 
industry, business associations), cooperatives, professionals (e.g., SME 
managerial/technological consultants, or shindanshi, public accountants, tax 
accountants, lawyers), universities, and so forth. In particular, financing and 
taxation, management and technology development, and human resource 
development have been the pillars of support services.

Japan’s experience with SME policymaking and implementation sys-
tems, either best practices or failure stories, could serve as good lessons 
for ASEAN countries.

Uniqueness of Japan: Production Networks in the ASEAN 
Region

The Great East Japan Earthquake and the extreme flooding in Thailand 
in 2011 demonstrated how damage in one area has a huge impact all over 
Asia—even the world—because of the extensive production and distri-
bution networks that have been developed by Japanese MNCs. Japan’s 
overseas production and distribution networks have a long history in the 
ASEAN region, having been around since the 1960s, and they have the 
widest range of involvement of local counterparts, such as joint venture 
partners, sole agents, parts and component suppliers, distributors, deal-
ers, and after-service providers. This historically intimate connectedness 
between the ASEAN economies and Japan suggests that SMEs in ASEAN 
have an opportunity to make maximal use of Japan’s networks to enhance 
their capabilities. 

Japan’s national economic outlook changed when the economy stagnated 
in the 1990s and the population began to shrink in 2004. Japan is now the 
most rapidly aging society in the world. Given the diminishing domestic 
market and the increasing burden of the dependent population, one sur-
vival strategy for the Japanese corporate sector is development of overseas 
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business. The logical consequence is that Japanese production networks 
involving Japanese SMEs will expand further and their local procurement 
will deepen and widen in the long run. One of the priority tasks in the Small 
and Medium Enterprise Agency of the Ministry of Economy, Trade and 
Industry (METI), Japan, is to support Japanese SMEs’ survival by helping 
them expand overseas.

Reflecting this fundamental change, the ASEAN-Japan relationship will 
no longer be a unilateral one whereby Japan helps ASEAN countries. The 
government of Japan needs more than ever to be accountable and provide 
explanations for how official development assistance (ODA) benefits not 
only the recipient countries but also Japanese taxpayers. In the context of 
ASEAN, Japanese ODA must benefit Japanese MNCs and SMEs operat-
ing in the region in a more short-term and direct manner. However, what 
is crucial is that the return on Japan’s investment should be calculated with 
a long-term perspective, considering that closely interconnected networks 
covering Asia will further develop over time. Thus ASEAN-Japan coopera-
tion should be strategic in the true sense that it is beneficial for both sides 
in the long run and should enhance mutual trust, which can be called 
“win-win cooperation.”

Figure 7. Institutions for policy implementation and SME support in Japan

Note: Figures in parentheses refer to the total number of institutions.
Source: SME Agency, “SME Policy in Japan” (Tokyo: SME Agency, 2011).
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Existing ASEAN-Japan Initiatives for SME Development

ASEAN-Japan cooperation for SME development has been discussed 
in and implemented through the SME Working Group in the AEM-
METI Economic and Industrial Cooperation Committee (AMEICC). 
Established in 1998, the AMEICC is a body for policy consultations and 
implementation under the AEM-METI and the ASEAN-Japan Summit. 
It holds seven working groups, including one on SMEs. Others are on 
human resources, West-East corridor development, statistics, the au-
tomobile industry, the chemical industry, and information technology 
(IT). The AMEICC SME Working Group comprises representatives from 
SME agencies of ASEAN countries (i.e., members of the ASEAN SME 
Working Group) and from the SME Agency of Japan, and it has regular 
meetings twice a year.

The latest ASEAN-Japan initiatives in the economic area are outlined in 
the “ASEAN-Japan Strategic Economic Cooperation Roadmap 2012–2022,” 
which was agreed upon in the AMEICC in August 2012. The roadmap con-
sists of three pillars: (1) integrating markets in ASEAN and the East Asian 
region, (2) strengthening industrial cooperation aimed at building more 
advanced industrial structures, and (3) improving economic growth and 
standards of living. SME development accounts for one of the three major 
activities in the second pillar (the other two being development of hard 
and soft infrastructure and utilization of satellite technology), and it is also 
partly related to the third pillar, which includes human resource develop-
ment. Table 4 provides a list of all SME-related activities and sub-activities 
in the roadmap. In most sub-activities, the AMEICC SME Working Group 
is the responsible body.

As table 4 shows, the roadmap views cooperation for SME development 
in the context of strengthening supporting industries and enhancing cross-
border SME networks in the region. Compared with past ASEAN-Japan 
initiatives, the policy focus seems to have shifted from community-based 
SME development (inclusive pathway) to SME participation in produc-
tion networks (competitive and dynamic pathway). Industries of focus 
have shifted from steel, electronics, plastics, textiles, and garments to IT, 
medical and healthcare, and green industry, while the automobile industry 
remains a high priority. The shift in strategic and industrial focus reflects 
Japan’s current national interests and competence.
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Recommendations for ASEAN-Japan Cooperation in SME 
Development

While the ASEAN-Japan Strategic Economic Cooperation Roadmap 
2012–2022 seems to cover most areas of cooperation on SME development 
that are needed, there are other areas in which ASEAN-Japan cooperation 
could further support their development in a way that benefits both sides.

What does “win-win cooperation” between ASEAN and Japan look 
like? First, promoting Japan’s production networks across the region will 
be beneficial for both sides. As discussed above, greater involvement in 
international production networks is one key to SME development in the 
competitive and dynamic pathway.

Second, Japan needs to take the high degree of heterogeneity among 
the ASEAN SMEs into account. This chapter offers a twofold framework 
of SME development through the competitive and dynamic pathway and 
the inclusive pathway, with policies supporting efforts in a different way for 
each pathway. In the inclusive pathway, making up for disadvantages due to 
the small size of SMEs is a key to their development. The same policy can 
produce short-term effects in some areas, while it may take a long time in 
other areas of ASEAN. Cooperation schemes may need to be customized 
for each country when they move from the pilot and introductory stage to 
the dissemination stage.

Third, areas selected for cooperation should coincide with where Japan 
has much experience and has established good practices. Japan’s relative 
advantage may lie primarily in system building or institutionalization of a 
wide range of SME support services as discussed above.

Bearing these points in mind, some specific recommended areas for 
cooperation are described below.23 All the recommendations are related 
to system building that will promote SME development. Table 5 sums up 
the purpose of each system, the pathway that each mainly targets, and the 
time frame for implementation. Most of the items are not purely new ideas 
but rather extensions of the policy matrix attached to the ASEAN Strategic 
Action Plan for SME Development 2010–2015 and the ASEAN-Japan 
Strategic Economic Cooperation Roadmap 2012–2022, or systematizations 
of past policies that have been attempted in some ASEAN countries.

1. Technological human resource development system: A 
common hindrance for SMEs entering into production networks is the 
shortfall in human resources for technological management, specifically 
mid-level managers, engineers, technicians, supervisors, and forepersons. 
Considering Japan’s competence in industrial technology and its experience 
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in system formation for technological education, ASEAN can leverage 
cooperation with Japan to generate a system for technological human 
resource development. The system needs to be well linked to educational 
institutions in each ASEAN member country to implement effective cur-
ricula and should also be linked to the business sector for practical training 
and internships.

2. Professional certification for SME support officers: In 
some ASEAN countries, various types of consultants, counselors, and 
training officers from the public and private sectors have rendered support 
services to SMEs.  In general, such support services greatly contribute to 
providing SMEs with basic managerial skills, such as bookkeeping, in the 
initial stage of their development. Japan has experience with certification 
systems for SME support officers who work on a freelance basis or in con-
nection with the regional chambers of commerce and industry and help 
SMEs access credit. In ASEAN countries, however, most existing SME 
support officers are not systematically organized, they vary in quality, and 
they are often unstable as professionals. Formulating certification systems 
in a uniform manner to guarantee their qualifications and pool them as 
professional business analysis practitioners, will benefit both SMEs and 
support officers.

3. SME credit facilitating systems: SME financing is the area where 
Japan has the broadest experience, since it has been viewed as a significant 
bottleneck in SME development. Especially for SME development in the 
inclusive pathway, it is crucial to reduce lending risks and to lower barriers 
for SMEs to access financing. Some Japanese systems may be worth test-
ing. One is a credit guarantee system, whereby SMEs can borrow without 
collateral and credit guarantee agencies provide the guarantee to the banks. 
Another is a credit rating system for SMEs, aiming to expand bank lend-
ing to SMEs by reducing banks’ risks. Japan’s credit risk database system 
provides a model.

4. Credibility Index for SMEs: This index would aim to help potential 
SMEs entering into international production networks. The index is a com-
posite index of firm-level capabilities made up of technological, financial, 
and human resources and other managerial aspects. The index could reduce 
information costs and search costs in business matching.

5. Business matching places: The ASEAN and Japanese governments 
can create common matching places, either virtual permanent exhibitions or 



Development of Small and Medium Enterprises in the ASEAN Economies   |  177  

actual regular exhibitions, to promote SMEs’ participation in international 
production networks as well as export business.

6. Physical and soft infrastructure for SMEs:  Public initiatives 
are needed to improve physical and soft infrastructure conducive to SME 
development by reducing SMEs’ burden through, for example, low-cost 
SME industrial estates; simplification of taxation, investment, and trade 
procedures for SMEs; and improvement of transportation, logistics, and 
communication infrastructure.

7. Construction of the ASEAN SME Database: A comprehensive and 
comparable database across the ASEAN countries is a prerequisite for figur-
ing out problems and deriving adequate strategies for the heterogeneous 
ASEAN SME sector. Japan has among the most comprehensive national 
statistics on SMEs in Asia and even provided technical assistance to the 
first nationwide establishment survey in Cambodia in 2009. ASEAN could 
utilize Japan’s know-how in the process of constructing a comprehensive 
ASEAN SME Database and making it workable.

❖  ❖  ❖

The ASEAN Strategic Action Plan for SME Development 2010–2015 
predicts that ASEAN SMEs shall be world-class enterprises by 2015. This 
would be no easy task to accomplish fully in a couple of years. There is no 
quick-acting remedy to achieve SME development, even though ASEAN has 
already put almost the full scope of necessary policy measures on the table.

Given the wide spectrum of the ASEAN SME sector, this chapter has 
proposed an understanding of ASEAN SME development strategies 
through two pathways, the competitive and dynamic pathway and the 
inclusive pathway. In the competitive and dynamic pathway, strengthening 
the competitiveness of SMEs through greater participation in international 
production networks is a central strategy. In the inclusive pathway, the strat-
egy aims to overcome the disadvantages due to SMEs’ small size through 
export linkages, collective actions, and other devices, in tandem with efforts 
aimed at local community development. Upgrading the capabilities of SMEs 
as a prerequisite for SME development and the policy support required for 
that purpose should also be well suited to each respective pathway.

This chapter has offered recommendations on specific areas of ASEAN-
Japan “win-win cooperation,” taking the heterogeneity of ASEAN SMEs 
and the SME-related systems of Japan into account. These include the tech-
nological human resource development system, professional certifications 
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for SME support officers, SME credit facilitating systems, a credibility 
index for SMEs to facilitate their participation in production networks, 
creation of business matching places, and improvement in physical and soft 
infrastructure specifically conducive to SME development. Construction 
of an ASEAN SME database, which must be the foundation to derive SME 
policies and development strategies, is also among the recommended 
cooperation areas.

While the development gap between the ASEAN countries is often 
seen as a major defect, the gap could be turned into a source of dyna-
mism, as indicated by classic models of the flying geese and product 
cycles. Some ASEAN countries have had experience with SME policies 
since the 1970s. Japan has a longer history. Even though the global indus-
trial configuration has greatly changed over that period, the countries 
that started earlier can share their lessons and best practices with other 
member countries, which will greatly serve the ASEAN economy as a 
whole as it moves toward a more competitive, vibrant, and integrated 
economy in 2015 and beyond.
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ASEAN-Japan Cooperation in  
ASEAN Community Building: 

The Nontraditional Security 
Dimension 

Herman Joseph S. Kraft

At the 14th ASEAN-Japan Summit held in Bali, Indonesia, on November 
18, 2011, the leaders of Japan and the 10 ASEAN countries signed the 
Joint Declaration for Enhancing ASEAN-Japan Strategic Partnership for 
Prospering Together. Also known as the Bali Declaration, this document 
outlined the areas in which cooperative relations were to be intensified. The 
rationale for this is ostensibly to assist in the community-building process 
of ASEAN and, consequently, in further East Asian regionalism. 

This chapter examines the degree to which ASEAN-Japan cooperation 
has progressed in the areas of nontraditional security.  Nontraditional 
security is an area of interest for ASEAN and is specifically mentioned in 
the context of the ASEAN Political-Security Community (APSC).  Issues 
associated with it are seen as vital to the building of the national and regional 
resilience that are central to a cohesive, peaceful, and durable ASEAN. As 
such, nontraditional security has also been identified as a key concern of 
ASEAN-Japan cooperation.

In exploring ASEAN-Japan cooperation in issue areas associated with 
nontraditional security, this chapter explores where such cooperation has 
actually progressed in terms of actual programs and projects, where com-
mon interests have been expressed, and where more attention might be 
required. It will use as a baseline the APSC provisions on nontraditional 
security as a way of determining developments. This study, however, will 
limit its scope to programs and projects that are identified as falling within 
the ambit of ASEAN-Japan cooperation, and purely bilateral cooperation 
between Japan and individual ASEAN states will not be included.  

10
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N o n t r a d i t i o n a l  S e c u r i t y  i n  A S E A N  a n d 
A S E A N - J a pa n  C o o p e r a t i o n

Given the increasing importance of ASEAN-Japan cooperation to the se-
curity of Southeast Asia and its surrounding domains, one of the leading 
scholars in the region has argued that the “Japan-ASEAN strategic part-
nership must take into consideration the need to address nontraditional 
security especially maritime security, terrorism, environmental security, 
energy security, conflict prevention, and post-conflict peace building.”1 This 
statement indicates the significance of these issues to the region but it does 
not illustrate the scope of the problem. 

The Centre for Non-traditional Security Studies of the S. Rajaratnam 
School for International Studies offers the following definition of nontra-
ditional security: 

Non-traditional security issues are challenges to the survival and well-being 
of peoples and states that arise from non-military sources, such as climate 
change, resource scarcity, infectious diseases, natural disasters, irregular 
migration, food shortages, people smuggling, drug trafficking and transna-
tional crime.

These dangers are transnational in scope, defying unilateral remedies and 
requiring comprehensive—political, economic and social—responses, as 
well as the humanitarian use of military force. 2

The key terms here are “transnational in scope and in remedies,” and 
“requiring comprehensive responses.” This is in clear juxtaposition to what 
would be considered traditional security concerns—i.e., issues that involve 
the protection of territory and the people that reside within that territory 
from external aggression and internal subversion, and the defense of sov-
ereignty. The principal issue that emanates from this is that these matters 
tend to be addressed through self-help mechanisms and may invite suspicion 
and even conflict. On the other hand, nontraditional security, due to its 
predominantly transnational nature, requires cooperative arrangements—
often of a multilateral nature. Some areas of cooperation between ASEAN 
and Japan may tread the grey area between traditional and nontraditional 
security and may in fact have sensitive implications for regional security, 
but for the purposes of this chapter, only the latter will be discussed.

The APSC Blueprint was accepted by the ASEAN leaders on March 1, 
2009. It gives expression to the broad political aspirations of ASEAN and 
fundamentally seeks to establish
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•	 a	rules-based	community	of	shared	values	and	norms;	
•	 a	cohesive,	peaceful,	stable,	and	resilient	region	with	shared	responsibility	

for comprehensive security; and  
•	 a	dynamic	and	outward-looking	region	in	an	increasingly	integrated	and	

interdependent world.3 

The APSC Blueprint emphasizes the idea that ASEAN must strive 
toward a regional environment of justice, democracy, and harmony. 
The APSC is intended to be the means by which greater cooperation 
between the member countries of ASEAN can be achieved in order to 
attain higher levels of political development. To this end, its envisaged 
idea of a security community very clearly goes beyond the traditional 
understanding of security. In this context, the provisions in the APSC 
Blueprint that refer to nontraditional security are covered in the sections 
under the shaping and sharing of norms and shared responsibility for 
comprehensive security.

In the context of ASEAN-Japan relations, this commitment to en-
suring nontraditional security as a key component of the community-
building process in ASEAN is buttressed by a similar set of commitments 
in the Bali Declaration of 2011. This document set the stage for a five-
pronged approach to the strengthening of cooperation between ASEAN 
and Japan, as follows:

Strategy 1: strengthening political-security cooperation in the region;
Str ategy 2: intensifying cooperation toward ASEAN community 

building;
Strategy 3: enhancing ASEAN-Japan connectivity for consolidating ties 

between ASEAN and Japan;
Strategy 4: creating together a more disaster-resilient society; and
Strategy 5: addressing together common regional and global challenges.4

In implementing these strategies, ASEAN and Japan adopted four 
areas of cooperation that roughly corresponded to the pillars of the 
ASEAN Community—political-security cooperation, economic co-
operation, sociocultural cooperation, and regional and international 
cooperation. Within those four areas were commitments to nontradi-
tional security. More importantly, ASEAN and Japan promised to fund 
and implement specific projects and programs in order to achieve the 
goals of the declaration.5   
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C o n v e r g i n g  Pa t h s  o n  
N o n t r a d i t i o n a l  S e c u r i t y

Across the region, there is a general consensus on the need for enhanced 
cooperation (even at the operational level) on nontraditional security is-
sues. This is perhaps not too surprising because ASEAN has always favored 
a functional approach to operational cooperation. While functionalist and 
neofunctionalist theory in international relations would argue that this will 
eventually contribute to the community-building process, the ASEAN ideal 
of community building has never been based on the consequences of the 
neofunctionalist concept of a “spillover.” 

Of greater significance to the acceptability of enhancing cooperation 
on issues involving nontraditional security are the clear overlaps that 
this has with the comprehensive approach ASEAN takes regarding 
security. This is explicitly mentioned in the second general aspiration 
of the APSC Blueprint to establish “a cohesive, peaceful, and resilient 
region with shared responsibility for comprehensive security.” It is in 
this aspect of the APSC that nontraditional security and the variety of 
issues associated with it are made part of the ASEAN Community–
building process. In fact, it is a “key purpose of ASEAN . . .  to respond 
effectively and in a timely manner, in accordance with the principles 
of comprehensive security, to all forms of threats, transnational crimes 
and transboundary challenges.”6 

Comparatively speaking, Japan’s interest in nontraditional security 
was clearly expressed in the report that Japan submitted for the an-
nual ARF Security Outlook in 2012.7 There was a heavy emphasis on the 
increasing need for and occurrence of collaborative efforts to address 
issues “especially in non-traditional security fields.” Those observations 
have been followed up on by the increasing focus of government-related 
policy research organizations on these fields. For instance, the Japan 
Institute for International Affairs website notes the need to conduct 
research and analyze the nature of the “rising influence of non-state 
actors posing non-traditional security challenges.”8 

In this context, the interests of ASEAN and Japan appear to have con-
verged on a number of nontraditional security issues that are serving as the 
focal point for their cooperative efforts. The following sections highlight 
four of these areas: humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, transnational 
crime, counterterrorism, and cybersecurity.
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Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief

ASEAN and Japan have a mutual interest in intensifying cooperation in 
humanitarian assistance and disaster relief. The APSC Blueprint itself has 
12 action areas that are related to strengthening intra-ASEAN cooperation 
in this area.9  Most of these are also covered in the ASEAN Agreement on 
Disaster Management and Emergency Response (AADMER),10 through 
which ASEAN-Japan cooperation is being enhanced in the areas of emer-
gency preparedness, as well as humanitarian assistance and disaster relief. 
This includes the strengthening of the ASEAN Coordinating Centre 
for Humanitarian Assistance on Disaster Management (AHA Centre). 
Extensive sharing of experiences and lessons learned, implementation of 
training and capacity building, and the establishment of a comprehensive 
information-sharing system will be established between ASEAN and Japan 
through the Japan-initiated Disaster Management Network for the ASEAN 
Region.11 In 2012, then Prime Minister Yoshihiko Noda reiterated Japan’s 
commitment to keeping the promotion of disaster-management coopera-
tion as a priority for Japan-ASEAN partnership.12 The ASEAN regional 
emergency stockpile and logistics system in Subang received generous sup-
port from Japan, totaling more than US$11 million in 2012. Prime Minister 
Noda promised to maintain Japan’s assistance, including the provision of 
information and communications technology (ICT) equipment and ex-
perts to the AHA Centre in addition to its contributions to the stockpile 
of emergency supplies. In May 2013, the government of Japan approved the 
release of nearly US$5 million to support this endeavor. Close consultation 
and cooperation have been initiated between the Asian Disaster Reduction 
Center (ADRC) in Japan and the Asian Disaster Preparedness Center 
(ADPC) in Thailand, indicating the prospect of increased direct institution-
to-institution cooperation. Efforts to sustain and expand the Disaster Relief 
Exercises (DiREx) under the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), which were 
initiated by the United States and the Philippines in 2008, have also been 
successful with Japan’s participation and support.

Humanitarian asssistance and disaster relief is an area where operational 
cooperation between and among the ASEAN states and Japan has been 
progressing slowly but steadily. Efforts to strengthen AADMER, the AHA 
Centre, the ASEAN Disaster Management Network, and the ARF DiREx 
have been bearing fruit. There are still a number of areas, however, where 
this cooperation can be intensified in the context of the APSC Blueprint, 
particularly in terms of the soft side of humanitarian assistance and disaster 
relief operations. There are nonetheless gaps that need to be plugged, espe-
cially those laid out in the APSC Blueprint in such areas as the provision 
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of basic services or assistance to bring relief to victims; the promotion of 
cooperation for orderly repatriation of refugees and displaced persons and 
resettlement of internally displaced persons; the promotion of the safety of 
humanitarian relief assistance workers; the development of common operat-
ing procedures for the provision of humanitarian assistance in the event of 
conflict; the intensification of cooperation with the United Nations and the 
promotion of the role and contributions of relevant international organiza-
tions on humanitarian assistance; the promotion of civil-military dialogue 
and coordination in humanitarian assistance; and the expansion of the role 
and contribution of women in field-based humanitarian operations.13

Transnational Crime

One area that generates no disagreement in ASEAN-Japan cooperation is 
the need to combat transnational crime. In the APSC Blueprint, there are 
18 action lines related to this issue, covering a variety of concerns including 
trafficking in drugs, persons, and small arms and light weapons, and there 
is a need for a common legal framework to be able to do this. While there 
is very little disagreement about the commitment made by the different 
ASEAN countries to address this issue, the existing national infrastructure 
needs to be overhauled in order to create some degree of coherence among 
the various legal systems and traditions and to overcome the non-convergent 
(even competing) interests and wide gaps in national capabilities among 
the countries in Southeast Asia. The 18 action lines on transnational crime 
in the APSC direct the ASEAN member states to implement existing 
work programs and plans, ratify the Treaty on Mutual Legal Assistance 
in Criminal Matters, explore cooperation on the issue of extradition, 
strengthen criminal justice capacity and response against transnational 
crimes, and enhance border management cooperation, among a number 
of other general commitments.14

The Bali Declaration explicitly shows that there is interest in promoting 
ASEAN-Japan cooperation to address these issues. It mentions enhancing 
cooperation to prevent and combat “non-traditional security challenges such 
as terrorism, trafficking in persons and other transnational crimes through 
the existing ASEAN-initiated mechanisms,”15 as well as “cooperat[ing] in 
combating illegal transfer and excessive accumulation of small arms and 
light weapons in accordance with the UN Programme of Action to Prevent, 
Combat and Eradicate the Illicit Trade in Small Arms and Light Weapons 
in All Its Aspects.”16 The ASEAN-Japan Plan of Action 2011–2015 identifies 
three action lines that correspond to these commitments:
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1. Enhance cooperation in combating transnational crimes through 
existing cooperation mechanisms, such as ASEAN Senior Officials 
on Transnational Crime Plus Japan, ASEAN Senior Officials on 
Transnational Crime Plus Three, and ASEAN Ministerial Meeting on 
Transnational Crime Plus Three;

2. Strengthen cooperation to combat transnational crimes especially illicit 
drug trafficking, trafficking in persons, arms smuggling, sea piracy, armed 
robbery against ships, cyber crimes, economic crimes and money laun-
dering within the frameworks of the ASEAN-Japan dialogue partnership 
cooperation, ARF, APT, EAS, the United Nations, and authorities con-
cerned, through among others, capacity building, technical cooperation, 
developing more effective information sharing arrangements for and 
among relevant law enforcement agencies and to carry out cooperation 
to address their root causes;

3. Enhance the development of human and institutional capacities 
in the ASEAN Member States through training, joint exercise and 
exchanges of lessons-learned and best practices by utilizing existing 
centers in ASEAN.17

The fact that both the APSC Blueprint and the ASEAN-Japan Plan of 
Action have clear agendas on fighting transnational crime demonstrates that 
there is a strong commitment in principle, but the vagueness of the language 
in those documents shows a low level of engagement at the operational 
level. Particularly when compared with the approaches being taken on 
humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, the institutional arrangements 
for coordinating cooperative activities on transnational crime appear largely 
underdeveloped. An even more serious gap exists between rhetoric and 
action. The action lines have not been translated into viable coordination 
and cooperation at the policy level within ASEAN.18 In the meantime, the 
problems continue to grow. For example, reports show that the number of 
trafficking syndicates, and particularly those involved in human trafficking, 
has been growing.19 Most of the ASEAN member states are categorized 
under Tier 2 in the US State Department’s “Trafficking in Persons Report 
2012.”20 This means that the governments in the region have been under-
taking measures to address the issue but that despite these measures the 
problem remains widespread. Similar concerns were expressed at a meeting 
of officials involved in fighting drug trafficking, especially with the prospect 
of drug syndicates taking advantage of the drive to open up the region for 
greater ASEAN connectivity in 2015.21 Until the issue of collective action 
in ASEAN is resolved, levels of ASEAN-Japan cooperation will not really 
be making any great strides in contributing to community building.
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Counterterrorism 

The fight against terrorism has been a continuing area of concern for 
ASEAN-Japan cooperation. These efforts correspond with ASEAN’s 
commitment to intensified counterterrorism initiatives. The ASEAN 
Convention on Counter-Terrorism (ACCT) came into force with the 
submission by Brunei of its instruments of ratification. On January 
11, 2013, Malaysia became the 10th and final ASEAN country to ratify 
the convention. With the ACCT now in full force across the region, 
its effective implementation becomes the key concern of ASEAN. 
While it has completed the first action line of the APSC Blueprint, 
three lines remain: 

1. Endeavour to accede to and ratify the relevant international instruments 
on counterterrorism;

2. Promote effective implementation of the ASEAN Comprehensive Plan 
of Action on Counter-Terrorism; and

3. Cooperate to support development initiatives aimed at addressing the 
root causes of terrorism and conditions conducive to terrorism.22

The commitment to these efforts is reflected in the ASEAN-Japan Plan 
of Action 2011–2015’s stated commitment to 

•	 intensify	cooperation	on	counterterrorism	including	in	the	field	of	tech-
nical cooperation and exchange and sharing of information;

•	 promote	cooperation	to	support	the	early	accession,	ratification,	and	ac-
ceptance of all of the internationally agreed counterterrorism conventions 
and protocols by ASEAN member states; and

•	 continue	to	convene	the	ASEAN-Japan	Counter	Terrorism	Dialogue,	
and to provide capacity building and technical cooperation in order to 
enhance counterterrorism capabilities and to implement identified proj-
ects on countering terrorism as well as to support the implementation of 
the ACCT.23 

On July 24–26, 2012, the Sixth ASEAN-Japan Counter-Terrorism 
Dialogue was held in Cebu, Philippines. The parties agreed to focus their 
ongoing cooperation on countering chemical, biological, radiological, and 
nuclear terrorism as well as cyberterrorism. Other priority areas include 
transport security, border control and immigration, law enforcement, 
maritime security, and capacity building.24 The weakness of institutional-
ized regional cooperative mechanisms is to a certain extent mitigated by an 
increasingly positive environment that has reduced the space within which 
terrorist cells can operate in the region.25 Of particular importance here is 
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the recent progress in peace talks between the Philippine government and 
the Moro Islamic Liberation Front. 

Cybersecurity 

On September 13, 2013, Japan hosted the ASEAN-Japan Ministerial Policy 
Meeting on Cybersecurity Cooperation in Tokyo.26 It was a milestone 
meeting in an area that received little mention in the Bali Declaration. 
Interestingly, this is likewise an area that has received very little attention 
in ASEAN. As one analyst critically noted, 

National and regional efforts to adopt comprehensive cyber security strategies 
have been somewhat slow and fragmented. Similarly, ASEAN Member States’ 
efforts to adopt a regional comprehensive framework for cyber security are 
so far piecemeal and fragmented (as are national level efforts). An ASEAN-
wide comprehensive cyber security framework has not yet been developed, 
official public documents are vague, the 2013 schedule for official meetings 
does not include cyber security, and the precise extent of discussions and 
proposed initiatives is difficult to fully ascertain, and lacks full transparency.27

It is not a question of ASEAN not recognizing the vulnerability caused 
by increasing dependence on computer networks, and cyber connectivity 
of basic state functions has been noted. Malaysian Defense Minister Ahmad 
Zahid Hamidi called for the development of an “ASEAN Master Plan for 
Security Connectivity” at the Shangri-La Dialogue held in Singapore on 
June 3, 2012, in recognition of this concern.28 The Master Plan for ASEAN 
Connectivity adopted by ASEAN on October 28, 2010, called for (among 
other things) the introduction of an enhanced ICT infrastructure in ASEAN.

ASEAN telecommunications and IT ministers have been holding 
meetings to discuss the coordination of efforts toward making ASEAN 
more competitive by taking advantage of technological advancements and 
promoting intra-ASEAN interoperability, interconnectivity, security, and 
integrity. The ASEAN+3 process has likewise pushed the development of 
deeper cyber linkages and capacities within and between the ASEAN states, 
and between ASEAN and China, Japan, and South Korea.29 As noted above, 
the problem lies not in the aspirational context of ensuring cybersecurity in 
ASEAN but in agreeing on and putting common standards and policies in 
place. All these again show the gap between ASEAN aspirations and efforts 
at achieving those aspirations.

The recent ASEAN-Japan joint statement on cybersecurity focused on 
three areas of cooperation: (1) creating a secure business environment, 
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(2) building a secure information and communication network, and (3) en-
hancing capacity for cybersecurity. The third area is arguably of the most 
immediate concern, as further development on the first two is dependent 
upon it. The story, however, remains the same as on other issues: How 
can Japan help promote and facilitate operational cooperation among the 
member states of ASEAN? 

S o m e  O b s e r va t i o n s  a n d  R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s

This initial listing of where ASEAN-Japan cooperation is coming from 
on nontraditional security and what is being accomplished seems to 
show a disturbing pattern of low-level operational involvement, with 
the possible exception of cooperation in humanitarian assistance and 
disaster relief. (This exception, however, is only remarkable when 
compared with the low levels of cooperation seen in the other areas of 
ASEAN-Japan cooperation on nontraditional security.) There is still 
much to be done in the categories discussed above. Japan has been 
very generous in establishing the Japan-ASEAN Integration Fund to 
endeavor to strengthen existing cooperative efforts. These endeavors, 
however, should try to avoid the ASEAN disease of mistaking rhetoric 
for action, and counting declarations as the culmination of cooperative 
efforts. The issues have begun to be identified. There have been some 
cooperative efforts that have been sustained over time. The next step 
that needs to be taken is to introduce clearer action lines with clearer 
goals and timelines that emphasize specific cooperative activities and 
outcomes rather than just the promotion of cooperation. The difficulty, 
however, of relying on this formula is that changing geopolitical condi-
tions have made it less credible in the eyes of a number of observers.30

The grey area between traditional and nontraditional security that in-
habits the maritime domain of regional security creates, understandably, 
great wariness with regard to enhancing the operational level of maritime 
cooperation among countries in the region, especially with non–Southeast 
Asian powers.  The consequences of this enhanced cooperation will inevita-
bly find expression in operations in the region, which might be of concern 
to neighboring countries. Increasing tensions over the South China Sea 
make for a suspicious regional environment.  It also reinforces the wisdom 
of using nontraditional security as the initial basis of security cooperation 
in the region.

These geopolitical problems notwithstanding, ASEAN’s efforts at ad-
dressing issues emanating from nontraditional security concerns suffer from 
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a number of basic issues. As indicated by the discussion in the previous 
section, the most glaring of these has to do with the unevenness of national 
capacities. This is perhaps an area to which ASEAN-Japan cooperation 
should be directed as a matter of principle.  

Overall, however, a number of initial steps can and should be undertaken 
collaboratively by Japan and ASEAN in order to address nontraditional 
security issues around Southeast Asia, as outlined below. 

In the area of humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, the following 
recommendations are proposed:31

•	 Continued	support	should	be	provided	for	the	operations	of	the	AHA	
Centre, which has been a core element of cooperation between ASEAN 
and Japan. The ability of the AHA Centre to perform its mandated efforts 
in a timely fashion is dependent upon its capacity to quickly mobilize 
resources and expertise for deployment in disaster-stricken areas.

•	 Closer cooperation should be encouraged between the AHA Centre and 
the Disaster Management Network for the ASEAN Region in the imple-
mentation of the comprehensive disaster management cooperation plan 
developed by Japan. Special attention should be given to the proposal to 
use satellites for disaster management to develop early warning systems 
for remote, poor areas across the region.

•	 The ASEAN states should continue to work out technical preparations 
and operational guidance relating to disaster preparedness and response 
as stipulated in the AADMER. Again, a key factor here would be the 
coordination between the AHA Centre and the Disaster Management 
Network in compiling baseline standards that the member states should 
adhere to.

•	 The	AHA	Centre	should	look	to	develop	protocols	for	the	provision	of	
basic services and assistance to bring relief to victims of conflicts; for 
cooperation on the orderly repatriation of refugees and displaced persons 
and resettlement of internally displaced persons; and for ensuring the 
safety of humanitarian relief assistance workers. 

•	 The	AHA	Centre	and	the	Disaster	Management	Network	should	develop	
common operating procedures for the provision of humanitarian assis-
tance in the event of conflict.

•	 Guidelines	should	be	developed	by	ASEAN	and	Japan	on	cooperation	
with the United Nations and the promotion of the role and contributions 
of relevant international organizations on humanitarian assistance.

•	 ASEAN,	through	the	AHA	Centre,	should	organize	multi-stakeholder	
working group meetings that would develop a mechanism for civil-
military dialogue and coordination in humanitarian assistance. 
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•	 The	AHA	Centre	and	the	Disaster	Management	Network	should	explore	
the expansion of the role and contribution of women in field-based hu-
manitarian operations. 

In combating transnational crime, the proposed areas of cooperation 
between Japan and ASEAN are much more basic in nature. These must 
include the following:

•	 An	ASEAN	Coordinating	Center	on	Combating	Transnational	Crime	
should be established as a monitoring office for compliance by the 
ASEAN states with specific ASEAN-related commitments on transna-
tional crime issues.

•	 On	combating	drug	trafficking,	this	center	should	work	with	the	Japanese	
government to assess the results of the mid-term review of the ASEAN 
Work Plan on Combating Illicit Drug Production, Trafficking and Use 
(2009–2015) and identify gaps that need to be addressed.

•	 The	assessment	of	such	gaps	should	be	based	on	clearly	established	and	
measurable indicators that would be the basis for identifying what needs 
to be done in order to achieve a Drug-Free ASEAN by 2015, as called for 
by the ASEAN leaders at the 20th ASEAN Summit in 2012.

•	 Similarly,	this	center	should	monitor	efforts	toward	the	implementation	
of an ASEAN common course of action against trafficking in persons. 
The APSC Blueprint commits ASEAN to the establishment and imple-
mentation of an ASEAN Convention on Trafficking in Persons (ACTIP). 
Debates about how this might infringe on existing national laws, however, 
have slowed progress and attention has turned instead to the adoption 
of a less binding “plan of action.”32 Needless to say, a binding convention 
would be much more effective than a “plan of action,” and Japan should 
encourage ASEAN leaders to adopt a more institutionalized commit-
ment to ACTIP. Whatever the mechanism might be, however, Japan 
must encourage and assist ASEAN and the requisite sectoral bodies to 
move quickly on this issue and operationalize the commitments that are 
made under it.

•	 ASEAN	and	 Japan	 should	 jointly	 adopt	 the	Council	 for	 Security	
Cooperation in the Asia Pacific (CSCAP) recommendations on combat-
ing trafficking in persons.

•	 ASEAN	states	must	 further	discussions	 that	will	 operationalize	 co-
operation on combating trafficking on small arms and light weapons. 
The failure to include clear outputs on this issue when identifying 
annual targets for ASEAN Community building indicates a clear gap 
that needs to be addressed. 
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Cooperation on counterterrorism was given a great boost with the entry 
into force of the ACCT. More importantly, Malaysia’s ratification ensures 
the participation and commitment of all the member states of ASEAN in 
the ACCT. Consequently, ASEAN and Japan should consider the following 
recommendations that go beyond what is addressed in the Bali Declaration:

•	 As	with	 the	 issue	of	 transnational	 crime,	 the	weakness	of	ASEAN’s	
counterterrorism efforts has to do with the inadequacy of institutional 
mechanisms that enforce implementation and compliance. Consequently, 
counter-terrorism remains largely dependent on national-level responses. 
It is in this context that Japanese assistance to enhancing national-level 
capabilities, especially on information processing and real-time response 
to tactical intelligence, becomes important.

•	 Japan	should	encourage	and	assist	ASEAN	in	strengthening	institutional	
cooperation.

•	 Increasingly,	 however,	 institutional	 cooperation	 should	 emphasize	
counter-ideological operations, even as law enforcement and effective 
police work remain mainstays of counterterrorism efforts in the region. 
Japan and ASEAN should jointly create programs within the context of 
the ACCT that will be directed at countering extremist teachings and 
weaning away young people from the influence of extremist ideologies.

As noted earlier, the issue of cybersecurity did not receive a significant 
degree of attention in the Bali Declaration. The discussion of the issue pre-
sented above, however, shows that this is an area that needs to be addressed 
through ASEAN and Japan cooperation. The following general areas of 
concern need to be examined:

•	 Japan	and	the	ASEAN	member	states	should	take	the	initiative	in	enhanc-
ing mechanisms for sharing information about cyber threats.

•	 Recognizing	 that	 the	 proposed	ASEAN	Master	Plan	 for	 Security	
Connectivity is still very much a sensitive issue, there is nonetheless a 
need to put together a document that outlines ASEAN concerns, goals, 
and strategies on cybersecurity. This would provide the basis for collec-
tive action and cooperation with Japan on this issue.

•	 The	absence	of	such	a	master	plan	or	strategy	paper	notwithstanding,	
Japan should assist ASEAN in the implementation of capacity-building 
and technical-assistance measures.

•	 As	ASEAN	moves	toward	greater	harmonization	of	laws	among	member	
countries to combat cybercrimes, Japanese laws and experience could be 
important in helping shape those laws and the legal standards that would 
be the basis of such efforts. 
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ASEAN-Japan Defense Cooperation: 
Overcoming History and Charting 

New Possibilities

Tang Siew Mun

The story of Japan in the second half of the 20th century is often told 
and seen in the context of its economic recovery and subsequent rise to be 
one of the leading global economies. Prime Minister Hayato Ikeda’s income 
doubling plan in the 1960s not only pulled Japan from the doldrums of the 
post-war economic quagmire, it also galvanized the nation and set in mo-
tion a process that would catapult Japan into the economic stratosphere. 
By the 1980s, the island nation stood proudly as the world grappled with 
the possibility of “Japan as number one.” Japan’s rise was indeed the main 
story of the late 20th century, although fears of Japan overtaking the United 
States as the world’s leading economy were put to rest when the Japanese 
economic juggernaut decelerated in the late 1980s. But what is often miss-
ing in this narrative is the success of diplomacy in rebuilding bridges and 
relations with Southeast Asia in the postwar period. 

Putting trade, investment, and official development assistance (ODA) 
to effective use, Japan was diligent in cultivating friends and partners in the 
region. Japan was one of the earliest countries to recognize ASEAN, and it 
became a dialogue partner in 1973. However, it was not all smooth sailing. 
Japan’s economic success was interpreted as a form of neomercantilism 
at best or neoimperialism at worst. These frustrations were manifested 
in demonstrations and riots in the Southeast Asian countries visited by 
Prime Minister Kakuei Tanaka in 1974. In marked contrast to the Tanaka 
visit, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s tour of Asia in January 2013 was warmly 
embraced and he received an enthusiastic welcome in Vietnam, Thailand, 
and Indonesia. Japan’s engagement with ASEAN is multifaceted and com-
prehensive, but it has consciously refrained from any significant defense 
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cooperation and linkages with the region to date. This restraint was in 
keeping with the first tenet of the Fukuda Doctrine, which states that “Japan 
rejects the role of military power.” 

This chapter argues that Japan should rethink its preference for a limited 
role in the defense domain and work toward enhancing its cooperation with 
ASEAN. It posits that Japan should undertake an incremental approach to 
engage ASEAN and focus on “soft security” areas of cooperation, such as 
in the defense industry, maritime security (search and rescue operations, 
anti-piracy, and coast guard), humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, 
and nonproliferation. It also argues that Japan should go beyond the “old 
model” of extending aid and assistance and graduate to active participation 
in defense cooperation by endeavoring to institutionalize its cooperation 
with ASEAN.

I n t e r n a l  a n d  E x t e r n a l  C o n s t r a i n t s

Japan’s military misadventures during the 1930s and 1940s left an indelible 
mark on its national psyche and political culture. To avert a relapse into 
militarism, Japan inaugurated a constitution that forsakes the use of force 
in the settlement of disputes and instituted legal and political constrains on 
the defense establishment. Article 9—from which the nomenclature “peace 
constitution” derives—remains the bedrock and reference point guiding 
Japanese defense and security policy. Article 9 reads as follows:

Aspiring sincerely to an international peace based on justice and order, the 
Japanese people forever renounce war as a sovereign right of the nation and 
the threat or use of force as means of settling international disputes. 

In order to accomplish the aim of the preceding paragraph, land, sea, and air 
forces, as well as other war potential, will never be maintained. The right of 
belligerency of the state will not be recognized. 

The Japan Self-Defense Force (SDF) was formed in 1954 and had to 
contend with several unsuccessful legal actions challenging its legitimacy. 
The aversion to all things military was strong in Japan, to the extent that 
it was only in 2007 that the Japan Defense Agency was upgraded to full 
ministerial status. While the SDF has gained acceptance, its mission is 
limited to a defensive role. Discussions are ongoing in 2013 to allow the 
SDF to carry out limited collective defense actions when the SDF is op-
erating in close proximity with the US Navy. Except when authorized by 
the Diet, the SDF is confined to an area of operation in the “surrounding 
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areas” of Japan. To reinforce the defensive nature of the SDF, the govern-
ment adopted executive orders to ban arms exports, limited the defense 
budget to 1 percent of GDP, promulgated the three non-nuclear principles, 
and banned offensive weapons. These measures were aimed at keeping 
the SDF within a defensive mold and minimized its power projection 
capabilities. The limitations on territorial defense also meant that the 
SDF had few opportunities to collaborate with its ASEAN counterparts. 
The annual Cobra Gold exercises were Japan’s primary means to interact 
and collaborate with Southeast Asian militaries. Since Malaysia joined the 
Cobra Gold exercises in 2011, Japan now has the opportunity to pursue 
defense diplomacy with four ASEAN militaries, the other three being 
Indonesia, Singapore, and Thailand.

Japan is ever mindful and cautious not to enlarge its military footprint 
in the region. The Fukuda pledge that Japan will not be a military power 
was crafted to allay regional fears of a re-armed and militaristic Japan. By 
keeping the SDF at home, Japan seeks not only to bury the hatchet but 
also to avoid stoking fears of a revival of militarism. The now famous com-
ment by former Singaporean Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew that sending 
Japanese troops overseas is akin to giving “liquor to an alcoholic” suggests 
that Tokyo’s cautiousness is not unfounded.

Japan has to carry the burden of its war legacy and account for its past 
aggressive policies. However, it should not allow its future with ASEAN to 
be boxed in by history. For a great many Southeast Asians, Japan’s wartime 
behavior is not a prime factor in their perceptions of Japan. In a six-nation 
survey conducted in 2008 by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan 
(MOFA), 68.1 percent of the respondents acknowledged Japan’s aggressive 
actions in the 1940s, but stated that it is “not an issue now” (see table 1). It is 
notable that there has been a marked positive shift toward a more concilia-
tory stance among the six countries (Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, 

Table 1. Perception in selected ASEAN countries of Japan’s actions during 
World War II

Cannot forget the 
bad things  
Japan did

Japan did some 
bad things, but 
they are not an 

issue now

I have never 
 considered it an 

issue Don’t know
Singapore 23.15 69.28 4.54 3.03
Malaysia 26.74 64.94 5.06 3.25
Thailand 13.84 68.27 13.36 4.53
Indonesia 18.14 69.56 5.36 6.93
Philippines 27.26 59.07 13.52 0.15
Vietnam 11.94 77.54 9.01 1.51
Total 20.21 68.11 8.54 3.20

Source: Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Japan (2008).
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Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam) toward Japan. For example, the per-
centage of Singaporean respondents who do not consider Japan’s  wartime 
conduct to be an issue improved from 47 percent in 1997 to 69.28 percent 
in 2008. Correspondingly, the percentage of respondents who continue to 
regard this issue as significant dropped in all of the ASEAN states covered 
in the survey. In fact, the survey, which was carried out at three separate 
times (1997, 2002, and 2008), showed a clear pattern that suggests World 
War II is becoming increasingly less salient. The percentage of Southeast 
Asians who harbor strong feelings and memories of Japan’s past transgres-
sions fell from the period when the survey was first conducted in 1997 to the 
latest survey in 2008. In Singapore, the response dropped from 41 percent 
in 1997 to 23 percent in 2008, while in Thailand the response dropped from 
24 percent to 14 percent.1

These surveys reflect the fact that the strength of ASEAN’s relations with 
Japan has improved markedly since the 1970s. As on-going efforts such as 
the Japan–East Asia Network of Exchange for Students and Youths program 
serve to strengthen people-to-people ties between Japan and ASEAN, this 
important bilateral relationship is increasingly founded on instrumental and 
functional imperatives, and less on emotive historical memories. 

As significant as the fading of wartime memories is, it does not pave the 
way for Japan to expand its defense cooperation with the region. In the 2008 
MOFA survey, respondents from the six ASEAN states listed economic and 
technical cooperation, trade promotion and private investment, peacekeep-
ing, cultural exchanges, and anti-terrorism actions as the top five priority 
areas where Japan can contribute to ASEAN. 

When asked to choose two areas in which they would like Japan to 
contribute in the ASEAN region, the area of cooperation that was the least 
preferred by those ASEAN residents surveyed was “increased military 
presence to maintain peace and security in the region.” On average, only 
6.1 percent of the survey participants responded favorably to the idea of 
Japan undertaking an increased military role in the region, and the general 
tone of support for such a role has been slipping since the survey was first 
conducted in 1997 (see table 2). There has been a significant shift of opin-
ion in Malaysia, with the 20 percent favorable response in 1997 dropping 
to 2.13 percent in 2008. In Vietnam, the favorable impression also dropped 
by half, from 13 percent in 2002 to 6.41 percent in 2008. On the other hand, 
support in Indonesia and Singapore seems to be gaining momentum, albeit 
in small increments. 

Taken together, the results of the survey paint contrasting pictures of 
ASEAN’s views on Japan. On the one hand, it is clear that war memories 
do not resonate strongly. In general, Japan enjoys a high degree of trust in 
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ASEAN countries, with 44.3 percent of the respondents considering Japan 
to be a “trustworthy friend.” On the other hand, a larger plurality of 48.5 
percent views Japan as “trustworthy but with reservations.” Part of ASEAN’s 
hesitance is manifested in its aversion to an increased Japanese military 
presence in the region. This seeming contradiction could be reconciled if 
the rationale for a limited Japanese military footprint could be detached 
from the events of the 1940s. Keeping in mind that in the post–Cold War 
era ASEAN has not encountered any existential military threats, it then 
becomes immediately evident why ASEAN states acquired the proclivity 
to downplay any demonstrations of military power. 

The barriers to Japan contributing meaningfully toward regional security 
are two-pronged. First, it has to win over a skeptical ASEAN and gain the 
region’s support for the SDF’s missions in Southeast Asia. Second, it has 
to navigate the perilous minefield of Japanese public opinion. The passage 
of the International Peace Cooperation Law (1992) and the Anti-Piracy 
Measures Law (2009), for example, suggests that defense cooperation 
is possible when there is broad national support. The strong criticism of 
Japanese inaction on liberating Kuwait in the wake of the Iraqi invasion was 
a game changer in opening the door for Japan to deploy military assets in 
support of international peace and security. The differentiation between 
the use of force for national aggrandizement and political-strategic gains 
on the one hand, and for the common good on the other, must be made 
clear. The latter is uncontroversial and would be supported by ASEAN, 
while the former is unlikely to receive much support in Japan or elsewhere. 
Notwithstanding Lee Kuan Yew’s cautious reminder, ASEAN does not 
see Japan as a threat. One would be hard-pressed to locate any substantive 
elements of anti-Japanese sentiment in ASEAN. In fact, the case could be 
made that regional frustrations with Japan are likely to rise if it is perceived 

Table 2: Receptivity to an increased Japanese military presence in Southeast 
Asia to maintain peace and security in the region (%)

1997 2002 2008
Singapore 6 5 7.13
Malaysia 20 5 2.13
Thailand 9 3 2.30
Indonesia 4 8 10.34
Philippines 8 8 8.14
Vietnam - 13 6.41

Average 9.4 7 6.10

Source: “Opinion Poll on Japan in Six ASEAN Countries,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Japan 
(2008).
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to be hiding behind its constitutional veil and not playing a more active and 
constructive role in regional security. 

It is understandable that ASEAN’s older generation would continue to 
harbor a sense of suspicion toward Japan, but it would be a mistake to keep 
living in this time warp and not recognize the generational shift occurring 
throughout ASEAN. Japan should not be judged by its past behavior but 
by its contemporary policies and actions. Japan’s war legacy is no longer 
the immovable stumbling block that it once was for Japan to undertake 
and initiate defense cooperation with ASEAN. However, this does not 
suggest that Japan has unlimited freedom to explore openings for defense 
cooperation. ASEAN’s support will be contingent on the scope and modal-
ity of the proposed cooperation.

C o n d i t i o n s  f o r  A S E A N - J a pa n  
D e f e n s e  C o o p e r a t i o n

Japan’s engagement with ASEAN in the defense sector must be managed 
delicately given the sensitivities on matters that pertain to territorial de-
fense and sovereignty. Cooperation should be conceptualized and imple-
mented in a manner that is amenable to ASEAN’s interests and concerns. 
Fundamental to those concerns is the imperative to keep ASEAN at arm’s 
length from major power rivalries. Japan should avoid the US strategic 
mistake of “pivoting” for the primary reason of increasing its influence 
and visibility in the region. Not without reason, the US pivot strategy 
is perceived in some quarters as an extension of the budding Sino-US 
competition for influence and primacy. Japan would do well to stay clear 
of actions that may be perceived as contributing to the “containment” of 
China. ASEAN does not want to be caught in the dilemma of having to 
choose sides, nor does it want to be caught in the crossfire of any major 
power rivalry in the region. 

Related to ASEAN’s aversion to power politics, Japan should steer 
clear of actions that may strengthen the US-led hub-and-spoke alliance 
system. Although Japan is a critical component of that security system, it 
should not seek nor contribute to the further consolidation and expan-
sion of the system in Southeast Asia. This position is in keeping with 
the provisions of the Japanese constitution that—in spirit—forbid its 
participation in military alliances. Cooperation should not be a means to 
strengthen existing US-led bilateral alliances—formal or otherwise. On 
the contrary, Japan should focus on soft—as opposed to hard—security 
forms of defense cooperation.
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Defense cooperation that includes “offensive”-oriented missions and war 
games should not be part of Japan’s engagement with ASEAN. War games 
are often a form of posturing and communicate an aggressive message to 
the intended party. Such actions drive suspicion and negative perceptions, 
and would not be a sustainable or useful foundation for ASEAN-Japan 
defense cooperation. 

Concomitantly, Japan should step out of the American shadow in fos-
tering defense cooperation with ASEAN. In addition to the imperative of 
keeping ASEAN above the fray of major power rivalry, Japan should engage 
ASEAN directly and not as an adjunct of the United States. ASEAN-Japan 
cooperation ought to be premised and conducted on the basis of the two 
sides’ mutually agreed upon interests, and not those of a third party. This 
is an opportunity for Japan to demonstrate and exercise its leadership in an 
area of cooperation that has not traditionally been a Japanese strong point. 
Besides, detaching the ASEAN-Japan defense cooperation framework from 
the US-Japan security alliance may garner better support from ASEAN for 
the simple reason that it does not bring the “US baggage” to the region.

Extreme care must be taken to ensure that the East China Sea issue is 
not linked to the South China Sea dispute. The dynamics that inform the 
East China Sea and the South China Sea are different, and it is thus best to 
avoid the temptation to establish a common platform—for which there is 
none—between the two issues. It would not be in Japan or ASEAN’s inter-
est to collaborate on these two issues, as it may cause irreparable damage 
to both sides’ relations with China. 

M o d a l i t i e s  f o r  C o o p e r a t i o n

Comprehensive security is a conceptual tool that has guided the Japanese 
and ASEAN security policies. The broadening of security issues to include 
“nontraditional” threats and concerns has allowed for a multidimensional 
approach to peace and stability. Nevertheless, for the purpose of advanc-
ing ASEAN-Japan defense cooperation, common security may be a more 
useful analytical framework. Common security places a premium on the 
identification and targeting of threats that are pervasive and common to 
all. A threat that impinges on the security of one state will also imperil the 
interests of others. This guides us to focus on achieving a “security for” 
doctrine as opposed to the realist tradition of “security against.” Common 
security provides the theoretical and functional foundation to organize 
Japan’s defense cooperation and engagement with ASEAN. It addresses 
most—if not all—of the concerns raised in the aforementioned section. 



ASEAN-Japan Defense Cooperation   |  207  

Common security is nonconfrontational. It is inclusive and even opens 
the possibility of enlarging the web of cooperation to include third parties. 
Fundamentally, it highlights security threats and issues that are common to 
ASEAN and Japan, without privileging one party over another. This chapter 
applies the common security concept as it discusses the four areas of co-
operation identified above: defense industry, maritime security (search and 
rescue operations, anti-piracy, and coast guard), humanitarian assistance 
and disaster relief, and nonproliferation.

Defense Industry

Over the past two decades, ASEAN states have embarked on boosting 
their militaries to reflect the realities of the post–Cold War needs. For the 
most part, this was part of a transition to establish a credible conventional 
military capability. To optimize resources and to foster intraregional co-
operation, the ASEAN Defence Ministers Meeting (ADMM) in May 2011 
established the ASEAN Defence Industry Collaboration (ADIC). In light 
of the Japanese cabinet decision in December 2011 to lift the arm exports 
and joint development ban that was initially introduced in 1967, Japan and 
ASEAN could explore a strategic partnership for collaboration within the 
ADIC framework. 

The ADIC has not yet been able to optimize its synergies, primarily 
because ASEAN lacks sufficient depth, expertise, and experience in arms 
manufacturing and development. In contrast, the Japanese defense industry 
is mature and well developed, and it has the strong potential to serve as the 
anchor to kick-start the ADIC. The relaxation of arms exports and joint 
development provides Japan with an opportunity to break into the Asian 
arms market, which has heretofore been dominated by Western suppli-
ers (see table 3). Japan should not squander this opportunity to promote 
regional defense industry cooperation by solely focusing on the pursuit of 
its own economic gains. It may be profitable to vie for a share of the Asian 
arms market, but to do so would be shortsighted. 

Rather than focusing on profits, Japan should endeavor to support the 
ADIC by promoting joint production. For ASEAN, the obvious gain would 
be to acquire technological expertise and learn from Japanese defense 
contractors. For Japan, working with ASEAN would be the primary—and 
most important—payoff from the collaborative effort. Joint production and 
embedding Japan within the ASEAN defense industry would provide Japan 
the opportunity to work with ASEAN armed forces at the operational level 
and would serve to strengthen institutional ties between Japan and ASEAN.
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Maritime Security

Maritime security is a major point of convergence for Japan and ASEAN. 
The protection of the sea lines of communication (SLOCs) is vital to 
Japan’s wellbeing given its heavy dependence on energy supplies and trade. 
Likewise, all but one ASEAN state have extensive maritime borders and 
thus a clear interest in maritime security. Cooperation in the maritime 
domain should begin with and focus on “soft security” issues and should 
avoid taking on “hard” issues such as overlapping maritime claims and 
territorial issues. Three issues that would be appropriate for cooperation 
are (a) search and rescue (SAR) operations, (b) anti-piracy measures, and 
(c) capacity-building for coastal operations.

SAR Operations:  The waterways between the Indian and Pacific Oceans 
are some of the world’s most vital and busiest. The possibility of a collision 
or incident at sea cannot be discounted and merits consideration and plan-
ning for regional cooperation. An agreed upon set of protocols to facilitate 
regional assistance would be useful and productive. The armed forces, and 
particularly the navies, are often the first responders to such contingen-
cies. Indeed the navy is positioned to play an instrumental role in SAR 
operations. SAR is an untapped opportunity for defense cooperation that 

Table 3: Suppliers of major conventional weapons to selected ASEAN states, 
2007–2011

Recipient

Share of 
Global Arms 
Transfers (%)

Change in 
deliveries, 
2002–06 to 

2007–11 (%)

Main suppliers, 2007–2011 
(share of recipient’s transfers, %)

1st 2nd 3rd

Brunei 0.2 10,333 Germany  
(82%)

France  
(6%)

Denmark  
(4%)

Netherlands 
(4%)

Indonesia 1.3 144 Netherlands 
(35%)

Russia  
(26%)

South Korea 
(22%)

Malaysia 2.4 281 Russia  
(42%)

Germany 
(21%)

France  
(12%)

Philippines 0.1 20 USA  
(90%)

Italy  
(4%)

UK 
 (3%)

Singapore 4.0 293 USA  
(62%)

France  
(39%)

Germany  
(8%)

Vietnam 1.1 80 Russia  
(97%)

Ukraine  
(1%)

Romania 
(<0.5%)

Source: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, SIPRI Yearbook 2012 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 281.
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has not received as much attention to date as humanitarian assistance and 
disaster relief operations. 

Search and rescue operations are complex, dangerous, and difficult. Few 
ASEAN states possess comprehensive capabilities to conduct SAR opera-
tions, especially involving naval assets. What happens when a distress signal 
comes from the navy, in particular from a stricken submarine? It is often 
overlooked that increasingly more ASEAN states have acquired sub-surface 
capabilities, including Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, and Vietnam (see 
table 4). Currently, five ASEAN states operate a total of 29 submarines. This 
number is expected to increase in 
the coming years to more than 40. 
Vietnam has the largest “in devel-
opment” submarine program, with 
planned delivery of six Kilo-class 
submarines. Given the increasing 
number of submarines roaming the 
seas in the region, there is an urgent 
need for contingency planning for 
SAR operations in the event a sub-
marine encounters difficulties or is 
damaged in the high seas. 

Submarine SAR operations are highly technical and sophisticated and 
not many countries that operate submarines have such capabilities. Japan, 
which operates the largest submarine fleet in East Asia and has the most 
experience in sub-surface operations, could take the lead in establishing 
an ASEAN-Japan framework for sub-surface SAR operations. Of the five 
ASEAN states with sub-surface military capability, only Singapore has an 
operational deep submergence rescue vehicle (DSRV), MV Swift Rescue. 
Japan operates two DSRVs—Chiyoda and Chihaya—and could use its 
expertise and share its capabilities to form an ASEAN-Japan standby sub-
surface SAR platform. In support of this objective, the Japan Maritime 
Self-Defense Force should conduct regular joint exercises and training 
with ASEAN navies to integrate the Chiyoda and Chihaya into the region’s 
contingency planning and response.

Anti-Pir acy:  Japan has made immense contributions to curtailing 
the problem of piracy in the Malacca Strait. It initiated and funded the 
Singapore-based Regional Cooperation Agreement on Combating Piracy 
and Armed Robbery against Ships in Asia (ReCAAP) Information Sharing 
Centre to provide timely information on threats and to support capacity-
building efforts to stamp out piracy. Beyond ReCAAP, there does not 

Table 4: The strength of ASEAN and 
Japan’s submarine forces

Country
Currently in 

service
In  

development
Indonesia 2 3
Japan 18 2
Malaysia 2 0
Singapore 6 1
Vietnam 1 6
Total 29 12

Source: International Institute for Strategic 
Studies, The Military Balance 2013 (London: 
Routledge, 2013).
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appear to be any support for “external” direct involvement in patrolling the 
Malacca Strait. The success of the littoral states—Indonesia, Malaysia, and 
Singapore—in containing piracy and armed robbery attacks in the strait 
negates the need for external assistance. 

While threats in the Malacca Strait appear to be contained and well 
managed under the existing framework of the three littoral states, Japan 
and ASEAN shipping interests face a long-standing and sustained threat 
in the Gulf of Aden and the Indian Ocean. At present, Japan, Malaysia, and 
Singapore deploy naval assets in support of anti-piracy efforts off the coast 
of Somalia. While Singapore is a party to the multinational efforts of the 
Combined Task Force 151 (CTF-151), Japan and Malaysia have opted for an 
independent mode of operations. Combining the Japanese and Malaysian 
resources will optimize their limited resources while providing the addi-
tional gain of enhancing interoperability and familiarization between the 
two navies. If this comes to fruition, the cooperation would be the first “live” 
out-of-area defense cooperation between Japan and an ASEAN country. 
Building on this, Japan should explore opportunities to partner with ASEAN 
contributing states to patrol the waters in the Gulf of Aden and the Indian 
Ocean. Fostering such habits of cooperation and partnership will only serve 
to strengthen the ASEAN-Japan relationship.

Capacity Building for Coastal Operations:  The protection of 
exclusive economic zones (EEZs) is a top priority for littoral states, and the 
coast guard is the frontline agency to safeguard and enforce rights within 
the EEZs. Japan has taken the lead in engaging regional coast guards with 
the establishment of the Heads of Asian Coast Guard Agencies Meeting 
in 2004. In addition, it has contributed material and capacity-building 
resources to ASEAN member states. Japan played an important role in the 
establishment of the Malaysian Maritime Enforcement Agency and most 
recently extended soft loans to the Philippine government to purchase 10 
patrol boats. Japan’s continuing support for efforts to boost the capacity 
and strength of the ASEAN coast guards is a positive contribution toward 
regional peace and security. Besides monitoring and deterring the potential 
intrusion of illegal fishing, coast guard patrols help to check smuggling and 
sea-borne transnational crime and human trafficking. 

Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief

Cooperation on humanitarian assistance and disaster relief is widely sup-
ported in the region. The ASEAN Coordinating Centre for Humanitarian 



ASEAN-Japan Defense Cooperation   |  211  

Assistance on disaster management (AHA Centre) serves as a focal and 
coordinating point for regional cooperation. Japan contributed to the estab-
lishment of the AHA Centre, especially in providing computing and tech-
nical support. While the AHA Centre is focused on addressing Southeast 
Asian needs, the framework of cooperation could potentially be extended to 
facilitate ASEAN-Japan mutual support in the event of contingencies. The 
ASEAN Defence Ministers Meeting Plus Eight (ADMM+8) coordinates 
humanitarian assistance and disaster relief exercises among ASEAN and 
the “plus eight” countries. An institutionalized framework that integrates 
elements of Japan’s SDF and emergency response agencies within the AHA 
structure would solidify Japan’s continuing support for humanitarian assis-
tance and disaster relief in the region. This proposal highlights the need to 
think beyond providing material and financial support and stresses the sym-
biotic benefits of having Japanese personnel working alongside their Asian 
neighbors. Putting “soft boots” on the ground in support of humanitarian 
assistance and disaster relief would not be controversial and is unlikely to 
invite any political backlash. On the contrary, putting a “face” on Japanese 
assistance strengthens Japanese diplomacy in the region. 

Nonproliferation

Japan has long been at the vanguard of nonproliferation efforts and could 
contribute toward the implementation and consolidation of the Southeast 
Asia Nuclear Weapons Free Zone (SEANWFZ). Signed in 1995 but only 
coming into full effect in 2001, when the last ASEAN member state (the 
Philippines) ratified the treaty, SEANWFZ sought to establish a region that 
would be rid of nuclear weapons. The ASEAN states pledge not to possess, 
develop, or “have control over” nuclear weapons, which is akin to Japan’s 
Three Non-Nuclear Principles. While the focus is on securing the ascension 
of the five nuclear weapon states—China, France, Russia, England, and the 
United States—ASEAN must be mindful that at least one of its members 
will soon be acquiring a nuclear reactor for the generation of energy. Besides 
persuading the five nuclear weapon states to sign onto SEANWFZ, Japan 
could assist and collaborate with ASEAN to set up mechanisms to manage 
and provide oversight capabilities to guard against possible proliferation. 

❖  ❖  ❖

Japan is a relative newcomer in the field of defense cooperation. Internal 
considerations as well as external factors combined to delay Japan’s active 
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participation in this field. Changes in Japan and in ASEAN now provide 
an opportunity for the former to strategize its engagement with the latter. 
The manner of engagement is as important as the substance. Japan’s past 
success with quiet diplomacy sits well with the ASEAN diplomatic culture. 
Similarly, it is important for Japan to proceed incrementally and at a pace 
comfortable for ASEAN if it wants to find willing partners in the region. 
It is with these considerations in mind that this chapter has proposed the 
four main areas outlined above as having the greatest potential for Japan’s 
nascent defense cooperation with ASEAN.

At the same time, the US-Japan security alliance remains the most im-
portant pillar of regional security. The US Forces Japan provide an element 
of security and a sense of assurance to the region that there exists a balanc-
ing force to guard against the emergence of aggrandizement tendencies. 
Therefore, Japan’s continued willingness to host the US Forces contributes 
directly to regional stability. The provision of this public good by the United 
States and Japan allows the regional states to focus more of their attention 
on “soft” security concerns. This provides a window of opportunity for 
Japan to forge collaborative defense efforts with ASEAN. 

Defense cooperation between ASEAN and Japan may not be as con-
troversial as one may think. War memories and historical legacy are not 
sufficiently salient issues to jeopardize Japan’s partnership and cooperation 
on issues such as anti-piracy and humanitarian assistance and disaster relief. 
The onus, however, is on Japan to muster the conviction and political will to 
engage ASEAN in a whole spectrum of partnerships, including defense. In 
planning these overtures, Japan should go beyond the “old ways” of being 
the financier. Japan and ASEAN should aim for “higher quality partner-
ships” that would have Japanese and ASEAN personnel working side by 
side and for Japan to take an active and visible role. There is no substitute 
for a physical presence. Japan should be more ambitious in institutional-
izing its defense cooperation with ASEAN and not limit itself to ad hoc 
activities. The establishment of an SAR cooperation framework is one such 
opportunity for Japan to integrate itself into the region’s defense structure.

Raising Japan’s regional profile, while secondary to the objective of 
strengthening regional peace and security, would no doubt be a pleas-
ant and welcome spillover effect. The bottom line remains that defense 
cooperation is only possible with the support of the ASEAN and Japanese 
domestic stakeholders and constituents. It is thus fitting that as ASEAN 
and Japan celebrate the 40th anniversary of their bilateral relations this 
year, both parties move toward broadening their partnership to include 
defense cooperation.
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N o t e s

1. Survey data for 1997 and 2002, as well as 2008 data, can be found in Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs of Japan, “Opinion Poll on Japan in Six ASEAN Countries: Databook” (2008), 
http://www.mofa.go.jp/region/asia-paci/asean/survey/databook0803.pdf.



ASEAN-Japan Strategic  
Partnership in Southeast Asia:  

Maritime Security and Cooperation

Nguyen Hung Son

Southeast Asia is often described as a region in which “the land di-
vides but the sea unites,” not because simply because of the predominance 
of the sea in the geography of the region, but because of the importance of 
maritime issues to the very existence, stability, and security of the states in 
the region, as well as to the relations between those states. The maritime 
domain of the South China Sea also straddles East Asia’s busiest sea lines of 
communication, providing maritime connectivity that is vital to regional as 
well as global trade and prosperity. Moreover, the importance of maritime 
issues to Southeast Asia has turned critical in recent years due to the nearly 
simultaneous “maritime moment” in the development and security strate-
gies of both intra- and extra-regional countries. 

This chapter examines the role of maritime security and cooperation 
in building an ASEAN Political-Security Community (APSC) as well 
as Japan’s contributions to strengthening maritime security in Southeast 
Asia, and it proposes measures to promote ASEAN-Japan cooperation in 
this field.

M a r i t i m e  S e c u r i t y  a n d  C o o p e r a t i o n  i n 
B u i l d i n g  t h e  A P S C

Maritime Security Threats and Interests in ASEAN

There is neither a legal definition of nor a consensus on what the term 
“maritime security” means. For practical purposes, however, it is widely 

12
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accepted that the term refers to the “traditional” issues of protecting sov-
ereignty and territorial integrity in the maritime domain, as well as such 
“nontraditional” issues as “security of shipping and seafarers; protection 
of facilities related to maritime affairs; port security; resource security; 
environmental security; protection against piracy and armed crimes at sea; 
protection of fisheries; safety and freedom of navigation and over flight; 
regulation of maritime affairs; and maintenance of law and good order at 
sea.”1 Nonetheless, the definition and scope of maritime security remains 
debatable, as some ASEAN members, for example, do not feel comfortable 
including environmental threats under the category of maritime security.2 

Maritime security and cooperation is one of the most important compo-
nents of the APSC. The sea covers 80 percent of the region’s geographical 
surface and is home to the busiest international sea lines of communica-
tions, one of the richest biodiversity areas, and vast proven and unproven 
oil reserves. It is also of strategic military significance. To several individual 
ASEAN member states, maritime security is also critical to their security 
and development. The Philippines and Indonesia are both archipelagic 
states whose unity and stability depends on a stable maritime environ-
ment. Malaysia, Indonesia, and Singapore heavily rely on the security of the 
Malacca Strait for their trade and development. Vietnam has a long coastline 
facing the South China Sea, and it needs a secure maritime environment if 
it is to meet its target of producing 60 percent of GDP from marine-based 
economic activities by 2020.

The most prominent maritime security issues facing Southeast Asia in-
clude competing territorial and jurisdictional claims; the maintenance of 
freedom and safety of navigation, especially in the Malacca Strait and the 
South China Sea; competition for resources; and piracy, armed robbery, 
and maritime crimes. Many of these threats are on the rise. The territo-
rial disputes and overlapping maritime claims in the semi-enclosed South 
China Sea, for example, continue to be the most complex globally and have 
been further complicated in recent years by the rapid rise of China and its 
geopolitical consequences. Piracy has risen substantially again since 2010 
after a brief period of easing from 2005 to 2009, earning Southeast Asia a 
reputation for being one of the most pirate-infested areas of the world.3 
Increasing commercial, paramilitary, and military traffic in the regional 
sea lines of communication (SLOCs) heightens the risk of incidents at sea, 
threatening safety and freedom of navigation.

Recognizing the importance of maritime security to Southeast Asia’s 
well-being, the Declaration of ASEAN Concord II (the Bali Concord II), 
adopted in 2003 to chart out the vision of the ASEAN Community by 
2020, envisioned that “maritime issues and concerns are transboundary in 
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nature, and therefore shall be addressed regionally in holistic, integrated 
and comprehensive manner. Maritime cooperation between and among 
ASEAN member countries shall contribute to the evolution of the ASEAN 
Security Community.”4

To realize that vision, ASEAN decided in 2009 on the following measures, 
as spelled out in the APSC Blueprint: 

(i) Establish the ASEAN Maritime Forum; 
(ii) Apply a comprehensive approach that focuses on safety of navigation 

and security concerns in the region that are of common concern to the 
ASEAN Community; 

(iii) Take stock of maritime issues and identify maritime cooperation among 
ASEAN member countries; and 

(iv) Promote cooperation in maritime safety and search and rescue (SAR) 
through activities such as information sharing, technological cooperation 
and exchange of visits of authorities concerned.5

ASEAN Cooperation on Maritime Security

Despite the critical nature of the problems, ASEAN has been slow to 
implement cooperation on maritime issues. It took ASEAN seven years 
following the 2003 Bali Concord II to organize the first ASEAN Maritime 
Forum. ASEAN cooperation on maritime issues was difficult for several 
reasons, most notably the remaining overlapping claims among member 
states and between several member states and China, and the lack of ca-
pacity and expertise in the region, for example on how to conduct joint 
patrols and exercises. ASEAN has, however, undertaken cooperation 
on several functional areas with maritime-related activities, such as co-
operation on transportation and on counter-terrorism and transnational 
crime. Since maritime security issues cut across all three pillars of the 
ASEAN Community and various areas of ASEAN cooperation, ASEAN 
has been promoting maritime cooperation under various frameworks 
and mechanisms, most notably through the ASEAN Regional Forum 
(ARF), ASEAN Transport Ministers Meeting (ATM), ASEAN Defense 
Ministers Meeting (ADMM) and the East Asia Summit (EAS). At the 
Track 2 level, the Council for Security Cooperation in the Asia Pacific 
(CSCAP) promotes regional dialogue and offers ideational input into 
mainstream maritime security discussions. Despite these efforts, there 
is still no single framework to oversee all of these cooperative activities. 
This is still the case today, even after the official establishment of the 
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ASEAN Maritime Forum, which is thought to be the “one-stop shop” 
for everything maritime-related in ASEAN.

The major achievement of ASEAN to date in terms of maritime security 
and cooperation has been to forge a common understanding among its 
members on various issues and aspects of maritime security. Beginning 
with a common understanding helps build confidence and allows individual 
member countries to coordinate policies and activities, which can then lead 
to cooperative activities to enhance maritime security.

The first common understanding achieved is on the principles guiding 
maritime activities. These include the necessity to build and maintain a 
maritime order in Southeast Asia that is based on international law, and 
particularly on the 1982 UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). 
ASEAN member states have also agreed on the ASEAN norms of respect-
ing each other’s sovereignty, resolving disputes by peaceful means, and 
respecting and protecting freedom of navigation.

Second, consensus has been reached among ASEAN member states on 
the commonality of maritime security threats to the region as a whole, mean-
ing that these threats are transboundary in nature and therefore countries 
must cooperate in order to eliminate the threats.

Third, maritime security involves both traditional and nontraditional 
threats, requiring both comprehensive and distinct solutions to each type 
of threat.

Fourth, extraregional countries are stakeholders with legitimate interests 
in some maritime security issues in the region and therefore a cooperative 
framework must be established with these interested parties.

Based on this common understanding, ASEAN has been able to agree on 
a number of approaches to manage the threats, including enhanced infor-
mation and intelligence exchange; creation of an inter-agency cooperative 
framework through bilateral and regional arrangements; implementation 
of international laws and standards for security measures, such as the 
International Ship and Port Facility Security Code; capacity building for 
national law enforcement; and the formation of codes of conduct to govern 
and guide behavior on sovereign and jurisdictional disputes.

Operationally, ASEAN member countries have managed to agree on 
several measures, such as coordinated patrols by their respective navies; 
hot pursuit arrangements; the development of standard operational proce-
dures and interoperability; exchanges on port security measures; the use of 
advanced technology; the establishment of a Marine Electronic Highway; 
the establishment of a network of maritime focal points; tactical training 
and exercises; and so on. Most of the maritime cooperative activities until 
very recently have been onshore. But ASEAN is now moving its activities 



218   | BEYOND 2015

offshore, with the first field exercises undertaken in the Philippines in 
2009. Indeed, this expansion to offshore field operations is probably the 
most significant progress in ASEAN maritime cooperation in recent years. 

Maritime Security Prospects and Challenges 

Looking ahead to 2015 and beyond, maritime security will arguably remain 
the most critical challenge to the APSC and to the ASEAN Community 
as a whole, with the potential to severely affect ASEAN’s unity as well as 
credibility if not properly managed. Nontraditional security issues have 
generally been the focus of regional security cooperation in recent years. 
However, it is territorial disputes and major-power competition over 
maritime space that has brought maritime security to the center stage of 
regional affairs since 2009, mostly due to China’s official announcement of 
its U-shaped line, which effectively lays claims to 80 percent of the South 
China Sea,6 China’s proclamation of the South China Sea as one of its “core 
interests,” and its increasingly assertive actions to protect its claims in the 
South China Sea. By 2013, the maritime security environment in Southeast 
Asia had deteriorated significantly in terms of the number of parties directly 
involved and the geographical scope of incidents, the danger of militariza-
tion of the disputes, and the growing signs of negligence and disregard for 
international law by some claimants. The arms dynamic observed in both 
Southeast Asia and Northeast Asia has also deepened regional concerns. 
This has led to growing mistrust, which has undone many years of confi-
dence building by ASEAN. 

The maritime environment in Southeast Asia has also become more 
complex and challenging because of the changing nature of disputes from 
territorial to maritime and jurisdictional claims between a larger number 
of parties, and to geostrategic competition between China, the United 
States, and other major powers. The complexity of the issue has led different 
ASEAN member states to have different interests. The failure of ASEAN 
to clearly articulate its voice on the situation has damaged its credibility as 
the only multilateral mechanism to manage disputes on this issue. The ris-
ing tensions in the South China Sea have heightened the risk of incidents 
or even confrontations occurring in the area, which could severely affect 
the safety and freedom of navigation, therefore posing the greatest risk to 
regional peace, stability, and community-building efforts as a whole. 

Nontraditional maritime security issues are also expected to become 
more complex in the coming years. Despite regional efforts to combat 
piracy, for example, the issue is still far from being eliminated and seems 



ASEAN-Japan Strategic Partnership in Southeast Asia   |  219  

to return whenever local economies suffer a downturn. For example, the 
International Maritime Bureau (IMB) observed a rise in piracy attacks 
in 2012 compared to 2011.7 Maritime-related transnational crimes such as 
smuggling, illegal migration, robbery, thefts, terrorism, and other petty 
crimes affecting port security and safety of navigation continue to occur at 
high rates in Southeast Asia and will become more complicated as regional 
economic activities and integration increases. The risk of the proliferation 
of weapons of mass destruction and threats to nuclear security via sea trade 
will increase as countries in the region are increasingly relying on nuclear 
power. Transboundary environmental issues from overfishing or irrespon-
sible fishing practices, from industrial and scientific research activities, 
or from accidents such as oil spills will continue to rise correspondingly. 
Southeast Asia is also a region increasingly prone to severe disasters as a 
result of climate change, heightening the need for humanitarian assistance 
and disaster relief operations. 

A S E A N - J a pa n  C o o p e r a t i o n  o n  
M a r i t i m e  S e c u r i t y  I s s u e s

Japan’s Interests in Maritime Security in Southeast Asia

Japan’s primary maritime security interest is the safety and freedom of navi-
gation. Some even argue that this is a matter of life and death for Japan, given 
that Japan’s economy heavily depends on the safe passage of ships through 
the Malacca Strait and the South China Sea.8 At least 80 percent of Japan’s 
crude oil imports are transported via Southeast Asian sea routes. James 
Manicom of the University of Waterloo has pointed to four reasons why 
Japan is so obsessed with SLOCs safety. The first is the structural insecurity 
of the regional maritime environment given the historical animosities and 
complex geostrategic environment. The second is an institutional reason, 
whereby Japan, as an island nation that is heavily dependent on trade, has 
developed institutions that help keep the issue high on its national security 
agenda. Third is the actual threat of piracy to commercial activities. As 
Manicom points out, Japan is the most frequent target of piracy attacks, 
and piracy has disproportionately affected Japanese shipping interests and 
Japanese people. The number of attacks was observed to be increasing after 
the Asian financial crisis of 1997–1998, and the Malacca Strait was the hot-
test spot.9 Fourth is the rise of China, especially its military expansion and 
ambitions both in the South China Sea and East China Sea.10 Here again, the 
recent rise in tensions in the South China Sea is worrisome to the Japanese 
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as it directly affects the cost and safety of their shipping. According to one 
estimate, in the case of moderate tensions in the area, the average insurance 
cost for a commercial ship will increase by approximately ¥10 million (ap-
proximately US$100,000) per day when going through the area. If tensions 
run high and ships needs to divert to the next shortest route via the Lombok 
Strait, it adds another 10 days to the journey, substantially increasing the 
cost of transportation and the cost to the Japanese economy.11

Apart from the direct interests in safety of navigation, Japan also has a 
broader interest in sustaining the “freedom of the ocean” and a rules-based 
order at sea, particularly in the faithful interpretation and application of 
international laws such as UNCLOS in the region. At the first Expanded 
ASEAN Maritime Forum, held in Manila on October 5, 2012, Japan’s deputy 
minister of foreign affairs stated,

More efforts should be made to establish maritime order and rules depending 
on characteristics of each region in accordance with relevant international laws 
including UNCLOS. Of course these efforts must be made through peaceful 
talks. We should firmly reject any idea justifying that ‘might is right.’ This is 
an unyielding and invincible principle for the sea that can connect the people 
and lead them to prosperity.12

Japan therefore has an interest in ensuring that the norms and mecha-
nisms under international law to resolve maritime disputes are working, 
for example the use of peaceful means or tertiary institutions such as the 
International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea. Japan also has an interest 
in strengthening the multilateral security architecture as the necessary 
framework to effectively promote cooperation. Japan particularly supports 
ASEAN’s centrality and ASEAN-driven mechanisms relevant to maritime 
security and cooperation, such as the ARF, ADMM Plus Eight (ADMM+8), 
EAS, and Expanded ASEAN Maritime Forum. 

Japan-ASEAN Cooperation on Maritime Security 

Combatting piracy was initially the primary driving force for Japan’s interest 
in cooperation with ASEAN member states, especially in the aftermath of 
the Alondra Rainbow incident in 1999, when a Japanese-owned cargo ship 
was reportedly hijacked and the captain and crew were held captive on an-
other boat for a week and then set adrift in the ocean.13 The Malacca Strait 
has been the focus of Japanese anti-piracy efforts and Malaysia, Singapore, 
and Indonesia the prime partners for cooperation. Japan has long cooper-
ated with these three countries in the area of navigation safety and seabed 
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mapping through joint research, sharing of equipment, and training. The 
Japan International Cooperation Agency ( JICA) funds the Japan Coast 
Guard’s seminars to train maritime authorities in Southeast Asia, and 
Japanese aid is critical in helping to create maritime patrol authority where 
local capacity is lacking (especially in the Philippines and Indonesia). Japan 
wanted to establish a regional coast guard force for joint patrolling of the 
Malacca Strait, but due to the littoral states’ perception of foreign interfer-
ence, as well as their fear of geopolitical imbalances, the proposal was per-
ceived as being too sensitive to be implemented. Following a similar effort 
by the United States to propose a Regional Maritime Security Initiative in 
2004, which again raised fears of foreign intervention in the Malacca Strait, 
the littoral states decided to launch their own policing operations under the 
framework of the Malacca Strait Patrols to counter piracy.14 

Japan’s major initiative has been a proposal to establish the Regional 
Cooperation Agreement on Combating Piracy and Armed Robbery against 
Ships in Asia (ReCAAP), launched in 2006. ReCAAP is a mechanism to 
facilitate communications and information exchange; provide statistical 
analyses on piracy and armed robbery incidents in Asia; facilitate capac-
ity building to improve the capability of member countries in combating 
piracy and armed robbery in the region; and cooperate with organizations 
and like-minded parties on joint exercises, information sharing, capacity-
building programs, or other forms of cooperation.15 While the initiative 
received widespread support regionally, the inclusion of both piracy and 
“armed robbery in territorial water,” the latter legally under the jurisdiction 
of littoral states, was the main reason that Malaysia and Indonesia declined 
to ratify the ReCAAP agreement.16 

After the establishment of ReCAAP, Japan channeled most of its anti-
piracy aid to the region through that mechanism.17 It also continued to 
provide assistance to these littoral states through technical assistance, infor-
mation sharing, and capacity building, including training exercises. Under 
the government’s grant program for “Cooperation on Counter-Terrorism 
and Security Enhancement,” Japan gave ¥1.92 billion to Indonesia for three 
patrol vessel in 2006, as well as ¥609 million to upgrade maritime security 
communication systems in the Philippines, and ¥476 million to enhance 
Malaysia’s maritime security. There was also a separate grant of ¥5.57 billion 
to upgrade the vessel traffic system to collect data on traffic patterns in the 
Malacca Strait.18

Japan has been promoting anti-piracy cooperation under other multi-
lateral frameworks as well. For example, Japan financed the International 
Maritime Organization’s efforts to track and study piracy incidents. 
In concert with the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) 
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Counter-Terrorism Task Force, Japan launched the Heads of Asian 
Coast Guard Agencies (HACGA) Meetings, the first of which was held 
in Tokyo in June 2004. And Japan’s Ocean Policy Research Foundation 
provided seed money for the IMB Piracy Reporting Centre in Kuala 
Lumpur. Japan has also been instrumental in other important initia-
tives to improve regional maritime security, including the Cooperative 
Mechanism for Maritime Safety and Environmental Protection in the 
Malacca and Singapore Straits.19

Up until recently, Japan seemed to avoid working directly with ASEAN 
in the area of maritime security cooperation, with the exception of initia-
tives in the transportation sector, where Japan has actively cooperated with 
ASEAN to support ASEAN integration. Japan has not viewed ASEAN as 
a viable security partner because ASEAN member states’ interests are too 
diverse, and reaching consensus among all 10 ASEAN member states is dif-
ficult to achieve. Japan therefore has considered mini-lateral settings among 
like-minded countries to be a more effective option for security coopera-
tion. Nevertheless, the 2011 Joint Declaration for Enhancing ASEAN-Japan 
Strategic Partnership for Prospering Together (Bali Declaration), ASEAN 
and Japan set out a broad vision to maritime cooperation by agreeing to

promote and deepen ASEAN-Japan cooperation on maritime security and 
maritime safety in the region in accordance with universally agreed principles 
of international law such as freedom of navigation, safety of navigation, un-
impeded commerce and peaceful settlement of disputes, including the 1982 
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) and other 
relevant international maritime law.20

The concomitant ASEAN-Japan Plan of Action (2011–2015) laid out the 
following measures related specifically to maritime security: 

•	 Support	the	outcome	of	the	ASEAN	Maritime	Forum,	ASEAN-Japan	
Transport Ministers Meeting (ATM+Japan), ASEAN-Japan Senior 
Transport Officials Meeting (STOM+Japan), ASEAN-Japan STOM 
Leaders Conference, and other relevant forum and foster cooperation 
through the use of these mechanisms 

•	 Promote	cooperation	among	maritime	agencies,	coast	guards	and	rel-
evant authorities, through, among others, conducting training exercises, 
information sharing, technical cooperation and capacity building

•	 Intensify	cooperation	in	the	field	of	maritime	connectivity	and	develop-
ment of ports facilities in the ASEAN Member States, among others but 
not limited to, Roll-on/ Roll-off (RoRo) Network and Short Sea Shipping 
and Port Electronic Data Interchange21 
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The Plan of Action also envisioned enhanced defense cooperation on 
maritime security.22

Driven by its strong economic interests, Japan has been supporting the 
Master Plan on ASEAN Connectivity, including maritime transportation 
connectivity through the ASEAN- Japan Transport Ministers Meeting 
mechanism. It initiated the ASEAN-Japan Regional Action Plan on Port 
Security under the ASEAN-Japan Maritime Security Transport Programme 
and it sponsored the ASEAN-Japan Seminar on Maritime Security and 
Combating Piracy to review progress made by the ASEAN countries on 
the implementation of the International Ship and Port Facility Security 
Code. Japan has also conducted training courses for maritime law enforce-
ment officials from ASEAN countries, together with those from China and 
South Korea.

Despite the strategic importance of the Malacca Strait and the South 
China Sea, Japan has so far only been promoting and supporting civilian 
cooperation. Under the Japanese constitution, Japan can only use the 
Maritime Self-Defense Force (SDF) for specific tasks in the region related 
to disaster relief operations. Japan also strictly controls its official develop-
ment assistance (ODA), not allowing use of its aid to support the military. 
Politically, Japan has also been very careful about engaging the Maritime 
SDF in the region because activity by Japanese forces in Southeast Asia 
continues to be an extremely sensitive issue. But the changing threat per-
ception in Japan has led it to become more engaged with ASEAN, more 
active in joint military exercises and training in Southeast Asia, and more 
flexible with its ODA and export rules. Japan has been notably more ac-
tive in participating in joint exercises, humanitarian assistance, disaster 
relief, and noncombatant evacuation operations in the region. And Japan 
conducted its first joint maritime military exercise with the United States 
and Australia in the South China Sea in July 2011. Japan has also been more 
flexible in the use of its ODA and is now permitting it to be used in more 
security-oriented ways. Japan’s foreign minister, Koichiro Genba, is now 
vocally promoting the “strategic use of ODA” to develop a nexus between 
Japan’s aid and regional security.23

Moreover, Japan has been paying more attention to the traditional 
security side of maritime security in ASEAN cooperative frameworks 
in recent years, especially since tensions in the South China Sea and 
East China Sea started becoming the prime attention of the ASEAN-led 
meetings. Japan has been a strong advocate and supporter of a regional 
code of conduct to maintain rules-based order in the South China Sea. 
Japan has also been making stronger statements in regional forums, 
such as the ARF, demanding respect for international law (UNCLOS), 
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freedom of navigation, and the need for parties concerned to make and 
clarify their claims in accordance with international law. Japan supported 
ASEAN’s inclusion of maritime security in the agendas of the ADMM+8 
process, as well as the expanded EAS, with the inclusion of the newly 
admitted United States and Russia. Japan also proposed the expansion 
of the ASEAN Maritime Forum to include Japan and other ASEAN 
dialogue partners, resulting in what has now become the Expanded 
ASEAN Maritime Forum, the first meeting of which was held in Manila, 
Philippines, in October 2012.

Bilaterally, Japan has stepped up its support to several ASEAN member 
states to enhance their law enforcement capabilities by supplying both the 
necessary hardware (e.g., coast guard ships) and software (e.g., training and 
techniques). In December 2011, Japan lifted its self-imposed ban on arms 
exports to allow overseas transfers of defense equipment for maintaining 
peace and international cooperation. Japan is also gearing up to consider 
exporting its patrol vessels, crafts, and multipurpose support ships for 
developing ASEAN’s maritime security capacity. For example, Japan 
decided to provide 12 brand new patrol boats to the Philippines in 2012, a 
move that would previously have proven difficult under stringent Japanese 
export controls.24 In his visit to the Philippines in July 2013, Japan’s Prime 
Minister Shinzo Abe announced that Japan will provide 10 patrol vessels to 
the Philippines coast guard as part of its development assistance program.25 
Japan agreed to build a training and education center to enhance Vietnamese 
capacity to police its maritime zones.26 The Japan Coast Guard also held 
joint search and rescue training exercises with the Vietnam Marine Police 
for the first time in September 2012. 

P r o p o s a l s  f o r  P o s t - 2 0 15  C o o p e r a t i o n  
b e t w e e n  A S E A N  a n d  J a pa n

It should be noted that as ASEAN cooperation on maritime security has 
widened and deepened in recent years—especially since 2010, in response 
to the increasing maritime competition in Asia Pacific—ASEAN and Japan 
cooperation has moved in a similar direction. This is a positive sign and is 
what should be expected from an enhanced partnership between ASEAN 
and Japan. However, given the enormous challenges facing ASEAN and 
Japan and the interests involved, the level and effectiveness of cooperation 
remains inadequate. ASEAN does not yet have a clear objective or overall 
work plan for maritime security, even among its own members. Japan does 
not yet have a clear goal or strategy in its engagement with ASEAN on 
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the issue either. This is partly because Japan is not yet fully convinced of 
ASEAN’s role on maritime security cooperation, and also because Japan 
still maintains its traditional preference for bilateral and mini-lateral efforts 
among like-minded countries.

ASEAN and Japan, therefore, are advised to consider the following to 
boost their maritime cooperation:

1. ASEAN and Japan both need to recognize that the maritime security envi-
ronment of Asia Pacific is holistic, interconnected, and continuous from 
the Indian Ocean to the Malacca Strait, and from the South China Sea 
to the East China Sea. It affects the security and prosperity of the whole 
region. It is therefore in the interests of ASEAN and Japan to promote 
regionwide cooperation to help ensure the security and stability of the 
Indo-Pacific maritime belt.

2. ASEAN and Japan need to cooperate to strengthen the principles of 
and respect for international law, especially UNCLOS, as the basic 
framework for the regional maritime order. ASEAN and Japan should 
continue to jointly call for full respect for international law; and promote 
cooperation to narrow differences on the interpretation, application, and 
implementation of UNCLOS. ASEAN and Japan should work together 
to encourage the region to identify areas and issues particular to East 
Asia that UNCLOS has not been able to address, or has addressed but 
inadequately. Such areas and issues need to be identified and prioritized 
for cooperation.

3. In order to strengthen the rules-based order at sea, Japan should fully sup-
port ASEAN’s Six-Point Principles on the South China Sea, particularly 
ASEAN’s efforts to conclude a code of conduct on the South China Sea. 
Japan and ASEAN should jointly conduct confidence-building activities 
in accordance with international law.

4. ASEAN and Japan need to extend maritime cooperation beyond tradi-
tional areas such as counter-piracy, armed robbery, and ensuring trans-
portation safety and security, to include new areas such as combating 
maritime crimes, terrorism, illegal migration, disaster relief, search and 
rescue, scientific research, environmental protection, environmental 
crisis management, and so on. 

5. Japan should further extend assistance to ASEAN to help enhance 
ASEAN’s capacity to maintain maritime order in waters under their ju-
risdiction, as this will contribute to overall regional security and stability. 
The assistance should continue to be in the form of hardware (e.g., patrol 
boats, surveillance equipment, telecommunication equipment) and soft-
ware (e.g., awareness promotion, training, joint exercises). Japan might 
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consider extending the use of its ODA to the region more for strategic 
uses such as these.

6. ASEAN and Japan need to closely cooperate to strengthen the current se-
curity architecture’s role in dealing with maritime security issues. ASEAN 
and Japan need to maintain close coordination and cooperation under 
such frameworks as the ARF, ADMM+8, EAS, and Expanded Maritime 
Forum to promote maritime security cooperation. 

7. Japan and ASEAN should be open and encourage ASEAN member states 
and Japan to conduct more joint maritime operations involving the coast 
guards or defense forces, which could include port visits, joint patrols, 
search and rescue operations, disaster relief, scientific research, joint 
military exercises and training, and so on in order to build confidence 
and strengthen regional capacity.  
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Peacekeeping, Peacebuilding, and 
Preventive Diplomacy

Simon S.C. Tay and  Aaron Choo1

As ASEAN moves toward the formation of an ASEAN Community by 
2015, and as Japan re-engages with its Asian neighbors under Prime Minister 
Shinzo Abe, both ASEAN and Japan must consider what role they can play 
in regional security in the coming years. There is increasing awareness among 
ASEAN members that Asian states have a wider responsibility to ensure 
peace and security not only within the region, but potentially around the 
world. As 2015 approaches, discussions regarding greater action in this area 
have taken place under the framework of the ASEAN Political-Security 
Community (APSC). However, ASEAN has yet to reach consensus on 
several of the proposals being discussed under the APSC. 

In Japan, the future of the Japan Self-Defense Forces (SDF) proved to be 
an election issue in 2012. During the election campaign, suggestions were 
made that the SDF might eventually be reformed into a force able to more 
freely conduct overseas operations. In 2013, this debate has continued, with 
the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) government under Prime Minister Abe 
exploring the potential changes to Article 9 of the Japanese Constitution that 
would be required to reform the SDF. Since 1992, there has been a gradual 
loosening of the restrictions governing the SDF’s activities, but the SDF’s 
status and Japan’s role in regional security will continue to be a contentious 
issue for Japanese politics. 

It is in this broader context, for both ASEAN and Japan, that there is the 
potential for peacekeeping, peacebuilding, and preventive diplomacy. While 
traditional peacekeeping under the UN model will remain important, and 
there are good prospects for cooperation in training and capacity building 
in this area, there is a growing need to think beyond the UN, and to de-
velop civilian-led peacebuilding and regionally led preventive diplomacy. 

13
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Peacebuilding and preventive diplomacy are promising avenues for ASEAN 
and Japan to play a proactive role in maintaining peace and stability, while 
not compromising mutually held principles of noninterference. 

In the APSC, for instance, some members have suggested the creation 
of an ASEAN Peacekeeping Force. Although others have expressed reser-
vations, citing potential sensitivities, such thinking is a considerable step 
forward for the group. Thus far, ASEAN officials have only agreed to more 
modest initiatives such as sharing training and best practices for peacekeep-
ing among the armed forces of ASEAN members, as well as supporting 
regional dialogues among defense officials. Support and encouragement 
from other non-ASEAN partners may assist in this development for both 
ASEAN and the wider Asia Pacific. 

This paper discusses ASEAN and Japan’s shared history in maintaining 
peace and security in the region, beginning with a review of traditional 
peacekeeping operations. Although both ASEAN member states and 
Japan have had successful involvement in UN peacekeeping, political 
dynamics and sensitivities make it unlikely that ASEAN states and Japan 
will play a greatly expanded role in peacekeeping operations in the near 
term. There is, however, considerable potential for ASEAN and Japan to 
become more involved in peacebuilding, in providing humanitarian and 
technical assistance in post-conflict situations, as well as in the practice 
of preventive diplomacy.

J a pa n  a n d  t h e  U N  Tr a n s i t i o n a l  
A u t h o r i t y  i n  C a m b o d i a

The UN bases peacekeeping on three basic principles: the consent of govern-
ments where peacekeepers are deployed, the impartiality of peacekeepers, 
and the non-use of force (except in self-defense and defense of their man-
date). Both Japan and the members of ASEAN have provided forces to UN 
peacekeeping operations. A high point was Japan’s first participation in UN 
peacekeeping operations in Cambodia, which is today an ASEAN member. 
The Cambodian peace process was a critical diplomatic effort for ASEAN 
and a formative experience for the group in its early years, and Japan’s role 
may be regarded as a milestone in ASEAN-Japan relations.

Throughout the 1980s, ASEAN took action to draw attention to the 
situation in Cambodia at the international level, mainly through bilateral 
diplomacy and by keeping Cambodia on the agenda in the UN General 
Assembly while the subject was stalled at the UN Security Council level 
due to the Soviet Union’s veto. However, it was only in 1989 that significant 
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progress was made, with the convening of the “Conference on Peace in 
Cambodia” (Paris Peace Conference) in July–August 1989, involving the 
Cambodian factions, the permanent members of the UN Security Council, 
ASEAN states, and other countries. Japan began to play a leading role in 
the peace negotiations at this stage, alongside Indonesia and Australia, and 
eventually served as host for a further meeting of the Cambodian factions 
in 1990. The final “Agreements on a Comprehensive Political Settlement of 
the Cambodia Conflict” (Paris Agreements) were signed in October 1991 
in France. Following the ceasefire agreement, the UN Advance Mission 
in Cambodia was dispatched between October 1991 and March 1992, after 
which it was subsumed by the United Nations Transitional Authority in 
Cambodia (UNTAC). Over its 18-month mandate, UNTAC would even-
tually oversee Cambodia’s successful elections and the establishment of a 
stable government.

Progressing from its involvement in the peace negotiations, Japan played 
a leading role in UNTAC from the beginning, contributing some 1,300 SDF 
personnel, civilian police officers, and election monitors.2 The establishment 
of UNTAC in 1992 was the first deployment of SDF troops under the “Act 
on Cooperation for United Nations Peacekeeping Operations and Other 
Operations” (PKO Act). Japanese leadership was also apparent in the UN’s 
choice of leaders of UNTAC, Special Representative of the Secretary-
General Yasushi Akashi, the first Japanese citizen to hold such a post.3  

The decision to become involved in UNTAC was not an easy one for the 
Japanese authorities, particularly with regards to deployment of the SDF. 
Article 9 of the 1947 Japanese constitution, established in the wake of World 
War II, formally renounces war as an instrument of foreign policy.4 When 
Japan established the SDF in 1954, it was founded for national defense, with 
prohibitions against its deployment overseas. However, there was always a 
fundamental tension between Japan’s caution against deploying its troops 
and the feeling of many that Japan had a responsibility to contribute to inter-
national peace and security. The 1992 PKO Act was an attempt to reconcile 
this dichotomy by allowing the SDF to be involved in UN peacekeeping 
operations (including ceasefire monitoring), international humanitarian 
relief, and international election observations.5 

When the PKO Act was finally passed, it imposed heavy restrictions on 
the overseas dispatch of the SDF, including five basic principles, one of 
which limited SDF troops to minimum use of force, and only in self-defense. 
A freeze was also imposed on many peacekeeping activities, effectively 
restricting the SDF only to rear-support missions.6 Some of these initial 
prohibitions have since been loosened; in December 2001, the freeze on 
acceptable peacekeeping activities was lifted, and the law was also amended 
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to allow SDF personnel to use force in protecting people “under their con-
trol,” not merely in self-defense.7 

But in 1992, many in Japan were critical even of the original, more con-
servative PKO Act. Opinion polls showed that a majority of the Japanese 
public felt the SDF’s overseas deployment was constitutionally question-
able.8 However, then Prime Minister Kiichi Miyazawa insisted that Japan 
had to fulfill its obligations and remain in Cambodia until the completion 
of the country’s elections later that year.9 

It is now generally accepted that, although not without setbacks and chal-
lenges, UNTAC was a success. The effort led by Japan eased Cambodia’s 
transition by helping to maintain order and supervising the key elections 
that established Cambodia’s national government.10

Despite UNTAC’s success, involvement in UNTAC posed great chal-
lenges to Japan’s domestic politics. The Japanese debate on the acceptable 
role of the SDF has not subsided but has instead continued to the present, 
especially in relation to Japan’s alliance with and support for the United 
States.11 In January 2013, Japanese Prime Minister Abe confirmed that the 
LDP will seek to change the country’s constitution to further lift restrictions 
on the ability of Japan’s armed forces to operate overseas, a prospect that 
was raised during the 2012 elections. 

The concept that the SDF is technically not a military remains deeply 
ingrained in Japanese society. This is notwithstanding the fact that Japan’s 
defense spending is currently ranked the sixth highest in the world. Many 
lawmakers are uncertain about the implications of changing the consti-
tution, which has not been formally altered since it was created in 1947. 
Constitutional amendments in Japan must also be ratified by a national 
referendum, and the public remains divided on the issue.

A S E A N  P o l i t i c a l - S e c u r i t y  C o m m u n i t y  a n d 
P e a c e k e e p i n g

Compared with Japan, ASEAN countries face far fewer legal restrictions 
on the deployment of their armed forces. Several ASEAN member 
countries already make significant contributions of personnel to UN 
peacekeeping efforts. As of June 2012, Indonesia was ranked 15th in the 
world out of 120 countries contributing military and police personnel 
to current UN peacekeeping operations. Indonesia had 1,997 personnel 
deployed, placing it just ahead of China. Two other ASEAN members 
that placed relatively high in the rankings were Malaysia at 18th and the 
Philippines at 29th.12 
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The limits for ASEAN in this area relate more to questions of political 
will and agreed modes of cooperation outside of the UN. It is notable, for 
example, that most UN peacekeeping operations and other international 
efforts to assist peace processes in Southeast Asia have been headed by 
countries outside the grouping. 

The exception has been in the case of the various UN missions to Timor-
Leste.13 Although the initial UN operations in that country were Australian-
led, a Thai military officer, Lieutenant General Boonsrang Niumpradit, 
took charge as the Peacekeeping Force Commander for over a year, with 
his command ending in August 2001. In addition to Thailand, Malaysia, the 
Philippines, and Singapore contributed personnel. Notably, Japan was also 
a major supporter of the UN missions to Timor-Leste, deploying some 690 
SDF personnel to the country in 2002, the largest single Japanese contribu-
tion to a peacekeeping operation to date.14

Looking ahead, ASEAN members have committed to playing a greater 
role in ensuring the Asian region’s peace and security as part of the APSC. 
Under the APSC Blueprint, ASEAN members have agreed to promote 
peacekeeping capabilities within the grouping. Five ASEAN member 
states have already established national peacekeeping centers for training 
purposes—Cambodia, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, and Thailand. 

In May 2011, at the 5th ASEAN Defense Ministers Meeting (ADMM) 
in Jakarta, ASEAN members agreed to tie their national centers into an 
ASEAN-wide network of peacekeeping centers under a plan spearheaded 
by Indonesia and Thailand. According to the joint declaration issued at 
the end of the 5th ADMM, the establishment of the ASEAN Peacekeeping 
Centres Network “seeks to enhance cooperation in peacekeeping among 
all ASEAN Member States including cooperation to facilitate and utilize 
existing national peacekeeping centres to conduct planning, training, and 
exchange of experiences for peacekeeping operations with a view to devel-
oping a regional arrangement for the maintenance of peace and stability in 
ASEAN Member States.”15

In addition to joint training and information sharing, the Peacekeeping 
Centres Network aims to help the five ASEAN member states that do 
not currently have their own peacekeeping centers establish such ca-
pabilities. However, the initiative is still in its early stages, with the 1st 
ASEAN Peacekeeping Centre Network Meeting only having taken place 
in September 2012. Defense officials have also highlighted the practical 
challenges ASEAN faces in setting up peacekeeping centers, for instance a 
shortage of physical infrastructure to train troops in peacekeeping opera-
tions, limited resources, a lack of common language skills, and inexperience 
in interoperability among ASEAN forces.16
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Despite the challenges, proponents of an ASEAN Peacekeeping Force 
see the ASEAN Peacekeeping Centres as a stepping stone toward their 
final goal. Indonesia has been supporting the creation of such a force in 
conjunction with the ASEAN Community since 2002 and has most recently 
called for the creation of an ASEAN Peacekeeping Force by 2015–2020. 
The Philippines has reacted favorably to Indonesia’s suggestion of creating 
a formal peacekeeping force, but other ASEAN states have clearly stated 
their reservations. 

In 2004, Singaporean Minister of Foreign Affairs S. Jayakumar said 
ASEAN is the “wrong entity to play a peacekeeping role,” emphasizing 
that ASEAN is not a security and defense organization. Then Vietnamese 
Foreign Minister Nguyen Dy Nien agreed it was “too early” to establish an 
ASEAN Peacekeeping Force, and the creation of one would be difficult as 
“each country has its own policy about politics and the military.” And that 
same year, Thailand’s Foreign Affairs Minister Surakiart Sathirathai was 
quoted as saying, “There is no conflict in the region which would need the 
mobilization of such a force.”17 

While attitudes may not be stagnant, there are some underlying signs 
that still point to a reluctance on the part of some ASEAN members to 
fully accept the proposal. Indeed, the reluctance of ASEAN countries 
to consider more formal regional cooperation on peacekeeping is not 
surprising, given ASEAN’s adherence to the principles of noninterfer-
ence and respect for state sovereignty—principles enshrined in the 
ASEAN Charter. 

There are a number of instances that demonstrate the possible sensitivi-
ties, especially several ongoing conflicts within ASEAN. For example, in 
the long-running problems in Thailand’s southern provinces and northern 
Myanmar, where government forces continue to clash with rebels, there have 
been no serious suggestions of international involvement at the ASEAN 
or UN levels in the conflicts. Smaller steps in the realm of high diplomacy 
have instead been preferred. 

For instance, in 2009 Malaysian Prime Minister Najib Razak paid a visit 
to Thailand’s southern provinces alongside Thai Prime Minister Abhisit 
Vejjajiva. Thailand’s southern provinces are along the border with Malaysia, 
and the insurgency there involves an ethnic group that claims religious and 
kinship ties with the Malays in Malaysia. However, Mr. Najib repeatedly 
stressed that the conflict was a domestic issue for Thailand and that any 
Malaysian efforts to resolve the conflict would only be carried out in co-
operation with the Thai government. To date, Malaysian involvement has 
been purely diplomatic, for instance in encouraging peace talks between 
insurgents and Thai authorities, and in campaigning on Thailand’s behalf 
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to dissuade other Organization of the Islamic Conference members from 
censuring Thailand. 

There have also been cases of governments in ASEAN inviting neigh-
boring countries to oversee ceasefires and implement peace agreements, 
but these have been largely civilian efforts and done at the express invita-
tion of the national authorities involved. In 2004, the Philippines invited 
a Malaysian-led International Monitoring Team to oversee the ceasefire 
between the government and the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) 
in Mindanao, with the team including personnel from Brunei, Japan, Libya, 
and the EU. Malaysia has also been actively engaged as the broker and host of 
peace talks between the Philippine authorities and the MILF, resulting in the 
framework agreement currently being negotiated in 2013 that is expected to 
lead to a final peace deal. In 2005, five ASEAN members—Brunei, Malaysia, 
the Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand—also participated in an EU-led 
civilian mission to Aceh, assisting in implementing the Memorandum of 
Understanding between the government of Indonesia and Gerakan Aceh 
Merdeka (GAM, or the Free Aceh Movement). 

Other recent events have also demonstrated how concerns over sov-
ereignty remain an issue for peaceful resolution of conflicts between 
ASEAN members. In July 2011, the International Court of Justice (ICJ) 
issued provisional measures on the border dispute between Cambodia 
and Thailand—a dispute between two sovereign states rather than a civil 
conflict as the one described above. Both sides were ordered to withdraw 
troops from the area surrounding the historic Preah Vihear temple and to 
establish a demilitarized zone. Notably, the ICJ also ordered both states to 
allow observers from ASEAN into the demilitarized zone to monitor the 
ceasefire. However, the case also highlights the sensitivities and difficulties 
that occur in such situations.

The prospect of sending neutral observers to the area had already been 
suggested earlier in 2011 by Indonesia, then the chair of ASEAN. Before the 
ICJ ruling, Cambodia had agreed to allow unarmed Indonesian observ-
ers, signing terms of reference in May 2011, ahead of the ASEAN Summit 
in Jakarta. But Thailand had expressed reservations over the plan despite 
Indonesia’s careful insistence that the team would be merely observers and 
not peacekeepers.

With the ICJ’s ruling, Thailand agreed to abide by the court’s decision. 
But implementation of the ICJ’s orders has been slow, and to date there has 
been no deployment of the promised observers, who would be Indonesian 
personnel under the auspices of ASEAN. This is largely due to reservations 
on the part of the Thai military and authorities about the characterization of 
the observer team, its diplomatic status, and whether the team would include 
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uniformed soldiers, which would be viewed as posing a challenge to Thai 
sovereignty. Fortunately, tensions have calmed since mid-2011, with both 
Thailand and Cambodia keen to avoid a breakdown in relations. However, 
with an ICJ verdict on the case due by October 2013, the territorial dispute 
remains a political issue for both countries.

P e a c e b u i l d i n g  a n d  P r e v e n t i v e  D i p l o m a c y

As the above examples demonstrate, the challenge to peacekeeping ar-
rangements in ASEAN may not be a lack of ability or resources, but rather 
a question of norms and political will. ASEAN traditionally adheres to the 
norm of noninterference in a country’s internal affairs as part of the ASEAN 
way.18 Yet new challenges and ambitions—especially the drive to create an 
APSC—require a commitment to wider principles of peace and security. 

For instance, the APSC calls on ASEAN to increase its efforts to support 
post-conflict reconciliation and humanitarian assistance.19  This echoes the 
UN concept of peacebuilding in calling for the international community 
to take action in solidifying peace beyond the mere absence of fighting. 
Such assistance would go beyond ensuring basic safety and security in a 
country, to supporting political processes and even efforts to revitalize a 
country’s economy.20 For both ASEAN and Japan, the wider definition of 
peacebuilding (as compared with the relatively narrow definition of UN 
peacekeeping) offers opportunities for states to contribute humanitarian 
assistance, undertaking actions that would not be considered political or 
military involvement or interference in another state’s internal affairs.

Timor-Leste is one example of where ASEAN members and other Asian 
states such as Japan have taken the initiative to offer assistance beyond the 
remit of UN peacekeeping operations. Since Timor-Leste gained independ-
ence from Indonesia and was formally established as a sovereign state in 
May 2002, neighboring Asian countries—including ASEAN members and 
Japan—have contributed to the country’s development. Asian states have 
contributed military and police forces to the UN missions to Timor-Leste, 
but there has also been considerable support from governments for critical 
infrastructure projects in Timor-Leste, such as Japanese grants for water and 
irrigation projects. ASEAN states and Japan have also made human resource 
capacity and institution building a priority, helping to create strong legal 
systems and providing training in areas such as financial administration, 
health, and agriculture. 

Another potential area of action for ASEAN and Japan is preventive di-
plomacy within Asia Pacific.21 Preventive diplomacy refers to action taken at 
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the earliest possible stage to prevent disputes from arising between parties, 
to prevent existing disputes from escalating into conflicts, and to limit the 
spread of the latter when they occur. In 2005, UN member states at the World 
Summit committed to building a culture of prevention. Subsequently, in 
2011, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon released a report on preventive 
diplomacy in which it was acknowledged that although proactive efforts to 
prevent conflict are not easy, prevention is cheaper than the cure. The signifi-
cant political effort and the economic costs of prevention are far outweighed 
by the economic impact and the lives lost from war. For that reason, building 
up capacity in this area is “without doubt, one of the smartest investments 
we can make.” The report further argues that regional organizations are 
critical to successful preventive diplomacy, as they have unique influence 
on, leverage over, and access to crisis situations in their region.

ASEAN’s APSC Blueprint emphasizes the need to further develop 
conflict prevention and confidence-building measures, such as the existing 
ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) and ASEAN Defense Ministers Meeting 
Plus Eight (ADMM+8), both of which are regional processes involving the 
10 ASEAN countries as well as Japan. ASEAN has long been committed 
to the pacific settlement of disputes, but the APSC Blueprint suggests that 
ASEAN could establish stronger dispute settlement mechanisms or further 
strengthen existing modes of dispute settlement.22

Proponents of preventive diplomacy recognize that it is difficult for 
outsiders to persuade parties to seek peace. Moreover, especially in civil 
conflicts, parties are often concerned about sovereignty and resistant to out-
side interference in internal affairs. This is precisely why a delicate approach 
involving regional organizations is called for, such as encouraging parties 
to engage in dialogue and mediation outside the international spotlight, or 
sending civilian-led missions to the area.23 The secretary-general’s report 
specifically cites ASEAN as a potential partner for the UN in this regard. 

The concept of preventive diplomacy is in line with the political culture 
of ASEAN, as well as Japan’s own norms and principles. Some discussion 
has taken place at the Track 1 and Track 2 levels on the possibility of the 
ARF in promoting prevention. The ARF is an international security forum 
hosted by ASEAN, involving the 10 ASEAN members as well as dialogue 
partners (including Japan), observers, and other parties, for a total of some 
27 participants. Thus far the ARF has focused on confidence-building 
measures in the region, but a preventive diplomacy role would be a logical 
evolution of the forum’s existing activities.24 

However, progress on preventive diplomacy as applied via the ARF has 
been slow due to several concerns. Some practices of preventive diplomacy, 
such as the use of fact-finding missions and the offer of good offices, may 
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be interpreted by some to amount to interference in the internal affairs of 
a state, which may contradict the ASEAN norm of noninterference in the 
internal affairs of countries. In addition, the practice of preventive diplo-
macy may require a greater degree of institutionalization for the ARF, and 
the ARF parties have traditionally been wary of elaborate, fixed institutions 
and rigid rules-based procedures. 

Given the norm of noninterference, the ARF also cannot adopt broader 
definitions of preventive diplomacy that may encompass the threat of 
military deployment or sanctions; such coercive measures would not be 
appropriate given the ARF’s remit. However, it is possible that the ARF 
may come to encompass preventive diplomacy that is clearly limited to its 
core element of strictly diplomatic measures. The challenge will be to en-
sure that the ARF is consistent and fair in its application of such measures. 
Principles that guide any ARF practice of preventive diplomacy will need 
to be discussed and mutually accepted by ARF members and by ASEAN 
member states. Thus officials are approaching the prospect of the ARF 
playing a role in preventive diplomacy cautiously. But while the initial op-
timism may have waned, it remains an important and even essential step 
ahead for the region.25   

❖  ❖  ❖

As ASEAN moves toward the formation of an ASEAN Community by 2015, 
the onus will be on the grouping to demonstrate its commitment to peace 
and security to its member states, its peoples, the region, and the interna-
tional community. Similarly, as Japan re-engages with its neighbors under 
Prime Minister Abe, Japan will need to consider its status and position in 
Asia, especially in the area of peace and security.

Traditional peacekeeping in the UN model will remain an important 
touchstone and framework for ASEAN members and Japan. This, however, 
has to be combined with ASEAN and regional efforts. If there is consensus 
within the ASEAN grouping, member countries should cooperate to build 
peacekeeping capacity through efforts such as the initiative to create an 
ASEAN Peacekeeping Centres Network. If this path is to be undertaken 
successfully, then non-ASEAN partners will be needed. Given the strong 
ASEAN-Japan relationship both generally and in this area, Japan will be an 
important partner for ASEAN. 

Taking advantage of the capacity and expertise of the SDF and other 
Japanese authorities, Japan can assist ASEAN security forces in developing 
these capabilities. Moreover, by anchoring these efforts within a framework 
set by ASEAN collectively and within principles of peace and cooperation, 
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ASEAN and Japan can together ensure that any efforts to expand security 
capabilities are perceived to be directed toward peace, avoiding perceptions 
of militarization and aggression. 

There is considerable potential for countries to invest more in peacebuild-
ing initiatives, providing not merely troops or police officers, but also sharing 
technology and training to help create the conditions for long-term stability. 
Given their wealth of experience, ASEAN and Japan are well placed to help 
countries or territories in the region create civic institutions, construct key 
physical infrastructure, and build their human resources. 

It is equally important that countries consider building greater capac-
ity for preventive diplomacy, be it at the bilateral, multilateral, or regional 
level. In addition to hosting forums like the ARF and potentially providing 
a platform for such diplomacy, there is also a need for the foreign ministries 
of Asian countries to train and equip diplomats to play the role of envoys 
and mediators.26 

Ultimately, it is in the interest of Asian states to lead efforts to avoid 
conflict in the region before international military intervention or a peace-
keeping operation becomes necessary. Both ASEAN and Japan are cur-
rently seeking to play a greater role in regional security. However, military 
involvement, even peacekeeping, poses a difficult question for ASEAN 
members and Japan due to their mutual and strong adherence to the norm 
of noninterference in another sovereign state’s internal affairs. Civilian-led 
peacebuilding initiatives and diplomatic efforts are promising avenues for 
states to avoid compromising their principles, while still playing a proactive 
role in ensuring the region’s peace and security.
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ASEAN-Japan Cooperation on 
Democracy and Human Rights 

Promotion:  
Challenges and Opportunities

Takeshi Yuzawa

In 2003, the leaders of ASEAN declared their intention to establish an 
ASEAN Security Community (ASC), later renamed the ASEAN Political-
Security Community (APSC). The emergence of the APSC concept in part 
reflects ASEAN’s growing attention to democracy and human rights as a 
way of promoting a stable regional order. Indeed, one of the main objec-
tives of the APSC project is to establish “a rules-based community of shared 
values and norms” by “promoting political development in adherence to the 
principles of democracy, the rule of law, good governance, human rights, 
and fundamental freedoms.”1 

With democracy thus at the forefront of ASEAN’s discourse, democracy 
promotion has also been incorporated into the goals of ASEAN-Japan 
cooperation. The joint declaration issued at the 14th ASEAN-Japan 
Summit in 2011, for instance, commits Japan and ASEAN to facilitating 
cooperation for “the promotion of democratic values and the empower-
ment of people in the region by supporting the realization of the APSC.”2 
As one of the most successful democracies in Asia, Japan is expected to 
play a major role in supporting ASEAN’s democracy project. However, the 
implementation of ASEAN-Japan cooperation on democracy and human 
rights promotion seems not to be an easy prospect given the diversity of 
political systems and ideologies among the ASEAN countries. What are 
the major challenges facing Japan and ASEAN in implementing bilateral 
cooperation in this field? How should Japan and ASEAN work together 
to overcome such obstacles? 

14



242   | BEYOND 2015

The main objective of this chapter is to examine the challenges and op-
portunities for ASEAN-Japan cooperation on the APSC project with special 
reference to democracy and human rights promotion. The remainder of this 
chapter is organized as follows: The first section provides a brief overview 
of the ascension of democracy and human rights on ASEAN’s agenda with 
respect to the APSC project. The second section examines obstacles in 
ASEAN that are interfering with the promotion of democracy and human 
rights. The third section examines major areas and activities in which Japan 
and ASEAN could foster cooperation. And the concluding section discusses 
the implications for ASEAN-Japan relations and the prospects of a regional 
order in both Southeast and East Asia.

Th e  R i s e  o f  D e m o c r a c y  a n d  t h e  
H u m a n  R i g h t s  A g e n d a  i n  A S E A N

In official ASEAN documents, reference to democracy first appears in the 
Declaration of the ASEAN Concord II (Bali Concord II), adopted at the 
ninth ASEAN Summit in October 2003. The advancement of democracy 
in ASEAN was accompanied by the emergence of the ASC concept, which 
was first proposed by Indonesia. At ASEAN’s senior official meeting in May 
2003, Indonesia presented a concept paper entitled “Towards an ASEAN 
Security Community,” which placed a strong emphasis on democracy and 
the human rights agenda. The paper called for ASEAN members “to pro-
mote people’s participation, particularly through the conduct of general 
elections, to implement good governance, to strengthen judicial institutions 
and legal reforms, and to promote human rights and obligations through the 
establishment of the ASEAN Commission on Human Rights.”3 Indonesia’s 
keen interest in democracy and human rights promotion reflects not only 
the progress of democratization in Indonesia but also its attempt to reassert 
its traditional leadership in ASEAN.4 Unsurprisingly, Indonesia’s proposal 
met with opposition from some of the nondemocratic ASEAN countries 
that have resisted the inclusion of democracy and human rights as a main 
policy objective for ASEAN. Hence, while the Bali Concord II endorses the 
idea of the ASC, it only makes a brief reference to the democracy agenda, 
stating that “the ASC would ensure that ASEAN members live in peace 
with one another and in peace with the world in a just, democratic and 
harmonious environment.”5 

As the chair of ASEAN’s Standing Committee, Indonesia was assigned 
the task of drafting an action plan for the ASC. This opportunity allowed 
Jakarta to again take the initiative for inserting a democracy and human 
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rights agenda as a major part of ASEAN’s community-building project. 
A draft of the ASEAN Security Community Plan of Action (ASC POA), 
presented by Indonesia in February 2004, explicitly positions democracy 
and human rights as “common socio-political values and principles” that 
ASEAN members should nurture, and in order to achieve this objective, it 
urged ASEAN members to “strengthen the systems of people’s participation 
through free and regular elections” and to “establish an ASEAN Regional 
Commission on Human Rights.”6 

However, persuading nondemocratic ASEAN members to support 
Indonesia’s proposal again proved to be problematic. As a result of 
bargaining and negotiations among ASEAN members, the draft of 
the ASC POA was watered down. The references to democracy and 
human rights as shared ASEAN values and the establishment of a hu-
man rights commission were erased from the final version of the POA, 
which was adopted in November 2004. Instead, the final version simply 
argues that “ASEAN members shall promote political development in 
support of ASEAN’s shared vision and common values for achieving 
peace, stability, democracy and prosperity in the region.” Furthermore, 
“strengthening the systems of people’s participation through regular and 
free elections” was replaced with “strengthening democratic institutions 
and popular participation.”7

Despite these revisions, the ASC POA retains important elements of the 
democracy and human rights agenda proposed by Indonesia, thus making 
them a main component of ASEAN community building. ASEAN’s com-
mitment to democracy and human rights was also confirmed by the ASEAN 
Charter, signed by ASEAN leaders in November 2007. The charter commits 
ASEAN to “strengthening democracy, enhancing good governance and the 
rule of law, and to promoting and protecting human rights and fundamental 
freedoms.”8 Indonesia’s earlier proposal for the establishment of a human 
rights body was also revived in the charter. 

In addition, at the 14th ASEAN Summit in February 2009, ASEAN 
leaders adopted the ASEAN Political-Security Community Blueprint, 
which articulated a roadmap and activities that ASEAN would implement 
for realizing what by then had become known as the APSC. For example, 
regarding the promotion of democratic principles, the blueprint stipulates 
the implementation of the following actions: 

1. Promoting understanding of democratic principles among youth at 
schools at an appropriate stage of education

2. Organizing seminars, training programs, and other capacity-building 
activities for governments, think tanks, and relevant civil society 
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organizations to exchange views, share experiences, and promote de-
mocracy and democratic institutions

3. Conducting annual research on experiences and lessons learned of democ-
racy aimed at enhancing the adherence to the principles of democracy9

As for the promotion and protection of human rights, the blueprint speci-
fies the following activities: 

1. Establish an ASEAN human rights body by 2009
2. Complete a stock-taking of existing human rights mechanisms and 

equivalent bodies, including sectoral bodies promoting the rights of 
women and children, by 2009

3. Cooperate closely with efforts of the sectoral bodies in the development 
of an ASEAN instrument on the protection and promotion of migrant 
workers’ rights

4. Strengthen interaction between the network of existing human rights 
mechanisms as well as other civil society organizations, with relevant 
ASEAN sectoral bodies

5. Enhance and conduct information exchange in the field of human rights 
among ASEAN countries

6. Promote education and public awareness on human rights
7. Cooperate closely with efforts of the sectoral bodies in the establishment 

of an ASEAN commission on the promotion and protection of the rights 
of women and children10

ASEAN has begun to implement some of these activities. For in-
stance, through the Bali Democracy Forum and the Institute for Peace 
and Democracy—both of which were established by the Indonesian 
government in 2008 with the aim of promoting democracy in Asia 
Pacific—Jakarta has provided other ASEAN countries with a number of 
workshops aimed at sharing the experiences and lessons learned during 
Indonesia’s democratization process. These have included the workshop 
on Electoral Systems, Parties and Parliaments and the workshop on 
Indonesian and Asian Democratic Transition and Reform Experiences. 
Moreover, in keeping with the mandate of the ASEAN Charter, at the 
15th ASEAN Summit in October 2009, ASEAN members launched an 
ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights (AICHR) as 
an ASEAN human rights body. Following this, an ASEAN Commission 
on the Promotion and Protection of the Rights of Women and Children 
(ACWC) was established in April 2010.11
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C h a l l e n g e s  f o r  D e m o c r a c y  a n d  
H u m a n  R i g h t s  P r o m o t i o n  i n  A S E A N

As we have seen, ASEAN has publicly acknowledged the importance of 
democracy as the basis of regional order and has begun to implement a 
number of measures for promoting democracy and human rights. However, 
this does not mean that ASEAN governments have successfully embarked 
on this designated path. Indeed, ASEAN still faces a number of challenges 
that it must overcome to accomplish the task. 

The first challenge is that there are wide disparities among ASEAN 
members over their political will to engage in democracy building. 
Promoting a “democratic environment” in Southeast Asia basically means 
that all ASEAN countries would become democracies in the foreseeable 
future. However, the willingness to promote democracy is not shared to 
the same degree among the member states. The debate over the formu-
lation of the APSC seems indicative that only a few ASEAN members, 
in particular Indonesia and the Philippines, strongly support the idea of 
democracy and human rights promotion in ASEAN.12 Whereas the two 
countries have struggled to consolidate their democracies, civil society 
organizations (CSOs) working in the area of democracy and human 
rights are relatively energetic in these countries. On the other hand, 
nondemocratic ASEAN states have basically no real enthusiasm for de-
mocratization. They view democracy and human rights promotion as a 
threat to their domestic political orders.13 This in large part explains why 
the references to democracy in ASEAN documents, including the APSC 
Blueprint and the ASEAN Charter, are somewhat vague.14 Similarly, the 
emergence of a somewhat ineffective human rights body in ASEAN is 
indicative of ASEAN’s ambivalent feelings toward human rights issues. 
The establishment of the AICHR is certainly a significant step toward hu-
man rights promotion in ASEAN. However, due to opposition from most 
ASEAN members, the AICHR has not been equipped with a mechanism 
for investigation that could monitor and report back on human rights 
violations by ASEAN member governments, thereby undercutting its 
ability to perform the task of “human rights protection.”15

The lack of political will for democratization on the part of reluctant 
ASEAN countries generates another challenge, namely the problem 
of implementation. As noted above, ASEAN has implemented some 
modest measures for the democracy promotion specified by the APSC 
Blueprint. However, the driving force behind these measures has mainly 
been Indonesia, not ASEAN as a whole. Although reluctant states have 
participated in a number of “lessons learned” and capacity-building 
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workshops hosted by Indonesia, they are not expected in the near future 
to willingly engage in the active promotion of democratic values and 
principles within their countries, such as “promoting understanding of 
democratic principles among youths through school education,” a mea-
sure listed in the APSC Blueprint. 

Ensuring a firm commitment from all ASEAN members may require a 
more intrusive measure, such as imposing peer pressure on states reluctant 
to conduct democratizing political reforms. However, ASEAN’s principles 
of consensus decision making and noninterference in the domestic affairs 
of states could prohibit member countries from taking any coercive action. 
At a meeting of the Inter-Regional Dialogue on Democracy in May 2012, 
ASEAN Secretary-General Surin Pitsuwan argued that “ASEAN has not 
been given a mandate to democratize non-ASEAN members. ASEAN can 
only bring gentle and soft reminders to them without a written mandate 
from all of the member countries.”16 

The third challenge is that there are no countries within ASEAN that 
can effectively lead its democratic agenda.17 As we have seen, Indonesia 
and the Philippines, two major democracies in Southeast Asia, have played 
an active role in advancing ASEAN’s democratic agenda. However, the 
credibility of their initiatives has been waning in recent years due to major 
democratization setbacks in both countries. Although Indonesia has suc-
cessfully transformed itself from an authoritarian state to a new democracy, 
it has struggled to consolidate democracy due in part to a dysfunctional 
legal system, which helps facilitate the abuse of power and corruption.18 
The credibility of the Philippines as the oldest democracy in Southeast 
Asia has also been undermined by its political instability, stemming from 
pervasive corruption in the public sector, widespread electoral fraud, and 
extrajudicial killings.19 

In short, the two countries have not yet successfully demonstrated 
democratic norms, thus failing to show the value of democratization to 
other ASEAN members. In other words, while they have successfully 
become electoral democracies, in which the elites acquire ruling power 
through competitive struggles for the people’s power, they are still far 
from becoming liberal democracies, where the exercise of state power is 
checked and liberties of individuals and groups are fully protected. The 
erosion of the rule of law in both countries, which has sometimes been 
subject to criticism from other ASEAN members, has greatly weakened 
the credibility of voices calling for democracy building within ASEAN. 
As Rizal Sukma argues, “For countries like Malaysia and Vietnam, democ-
racy in Indonesia and the Philippines is not an ideal alternative to their 
existing political systems.”20 
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O p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  A S E A N - J a pa n  C o o p e r a t i o n 
o n  D e m o c r a c y  a n d  H u m a n  R i g h t s  P r o m o t i o n

As we have seen, ASEAN has faced difficult challenges in advancing its de-
mocracy and human rights agenda mandated in the APSC project. How can 
Japan and ASEAN collaborate with each other to overcome these difficul-
ties? The ASEAN-Japan Plan of Action 2011–2015, adopted during the 14th 
ASEAN-Japan Summit in 2011, stipulates the following areas of cooperation 
in the field of democracy and human rights promotion: 

1. Support the work of the AICHR and the ACWC through training, 
capacity-building, and technical cooperation

2. Conduct women’s studies to address issues such as human trafficking 
and mail-order brides

3. Promote democratic values and the empowerment of people in the 
region by seeking cooperation through seminars and other joint 
projects and within the framework of the APSC Blueprint and the 
Bali Democracy Forum

4. Continue to promote capacity building in the law and justice sector 
in order to strengthen the rule of law, judicial systems, and the legal 
infrastructure.21

Although the above list of short-term activities could contribute to the 
advancement of ASEAN’s democracy and human rights agenda, it may be 
said that it is not sufficient for coping with the aforementioned challenges 
facing the agenda. It is necessary, therefore, to consider what other mid- 
and long-term approaches (2015–2030) Japan and ASEAN should pursue 
to achieve democracy-building goals in ASEAN. 

To begin with, Japan and ASEAN should work to strengthen civil soci-
ety in Southeast Asia. The predicament surrounding ASEAN’s democracy 
agenda suggests that ASEAN-Japan cooperation on democracy building 
should be based on a bottom-up approach (strengthening the social basis 
for gradual democratic transition) rather than a top-down approach (im-
posing external pressure on regimes to conduct political reform). A top-
down approach could cause a political schism between the democratic and 
nondemocratic ASEAN members, thus having a counterproductive effect 
on the ASEAN community project. 

The key to a successful bottom-up approach is the development of a more 
vibrant civil society.22 It is civil society–led advocacy and campaign activi-
ties that help promote citizen awareness and understanding of democratic 
norms and values such as human rights, civil liberties, and social justice. 
The role of civil society in this regard includes exposing the deficiencies 
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of political structures and the abuse of state power, while offering an al-
ternative framework for governance.23 Over the long run, these activities 
would contribute to the diffusion of democratic values and knowledge on 
a broader level, thus promoting the necessary social basis for democratic 
transition.24 This is exemplified by the democratic transitions in Indonesia, 
the Philippines, and Thailand, in which the activities of CSOs have helped 
delegitimize authoritarian rule, generating social movements for political 
liberalization in these countries.25 

The strengthening of civil society also serves to consolidate democracy in 
democratic ASEAN members. Promoting the rule of law requires not only 
the establishment of elaborated judicial institutions for limiting the abuse 
of state authority but also the building of autonomous media and watchdog 
organizations, such as anticorruption and election monitoring groups, that 
can scrutinize and check the exercise of power since even well-designed 
judicial institutions are not free from the risk of being subverted. The risk 
of democratic institutions being abused tends to increase unless society 
has the will and means to defend itself. Only the media and CSOs, which 
provide citizens with additional channels through which to express their 
concerns and participate in politics, can generate pressure on ruling elites 
to conduct political reform when elections cannot ensure rule of law.26 In 
this regard, the role of civil society in checking and limiting the potential 
abuse of state power is vital to the deepening of democracy in democratic 
ASEAN members. 

A tremendous number of CSOs already exist in ASEAN states. Democratic 
ASEAN countries have vibrant civil societies, with organizations working in 
various fields, such as human rights, health, anticorruption, election moni-
toring, and environmental protection. These organizations have generated 
a vast array of new social movements and have pressured governments for 
political reform. The number of CSOs has also increased in nondemocratic 
ASEAN countries, and particularly in Malaysia, Vietnam, and Cambodia. In 
the coming decades, with steady economic growth, the number of CSOs is 
expected to increase in many parts of ASEAN. According to studies on the 
linkages between civil society and democratization, economic development 
is a key factor in the emergence of a dynamic civil society, helping enlarge 
the middle class and raising education and information levels among the 
public, thereby contributing to the proliferation of “self-expression values” 
that stress human autonomy and choice.27 

Yet, the expansion of CSOs does not automatically lead to successful 
democratization. Indeed, despite the already significant number of CSOs in 
ASEAN, their ability to promote democracy and human rights has proved 
limited. Although CSOs operating in democratic ASEAN countries have 
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had some success legislating and constitutionalizing change, their ability 
to affect far-reaching political reforms has been hindered in part by the 
persistence of conservative forces dominating most major government 
institutions.28 Meanwhile, CSOs operating in nondemocratic ASEAN 
states face severe restrictions on their activities and are subjected to strict 
government controls.29

The limited role of civil society in Southeast Asia in terms of democracy 
promotion has stemmed not only from the lack of a legally protected 
realm for civil society—one that ensures the liberties of individuals and 
groups—within many of the region’s countries but also from the shortage 
of capability and expertise on the part of CSOs.30 According to Edward 
Aspinall and Meredith Weiss, many CSOs in Southeast Asia have only 
a limited capacity for public mobilization due mainly to the weakness of 
their linkage to political parties and to mass constituencies.31 Indeed, civil 
societies in Southeast Asia have remained highly fragmented because of the 
diversified nature of their societies, which are characterized by ethnic, urban-
rural, and religious divisions.32 For instance, in many ASEAN states, civil 
society movements have mainly flourished in urban areas, in which CSOs 
and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) founded by urban elites have 
grown with significant funding from a wide range of Western donors and aid 
agencies, such as USAID, the World Bank, and the United Nations. While 
those organizations have conducted assertive liberal campaigns along with 
the interests of the international donors, they have not responded well to 
the social and political problems facing the rural poor, who lack resources 
to organize civic organizations. As a result, the rural poor have been forced 
to remain inside the traditional patron-client system, dominated by local 
bosses who are their only source for the material assistance they require. 
This has helped promote the fragmentation of civil society, thus weakening 
its capacity for public mobilization.33

How can Japan help ASEAN to strengthen civil society in Southeast 
Asia? Given the limitations of regional civil societies discussed above, 
Japan-ASEAN cooperation should focus on the task of overcoming 
fragmentation. One effective measure that Japan and ASEAN could 
implement together would be the fostering of linkages among civic 
organizations that bridge ethnic, urban-rural, and religious divides, al-
lowing the engagement and mobilization of local constituencies. Recent 
years have witnessed the growth of transnational networks among civic 
organizations in Southeast Asia. These networks and associations have 
played an important role in strengthening domestic NGOs and CSOs, 
including grassroots organizations in the rural areas of ASEAN countries, 
providing them with the funds and expertise necessary for campaigning 
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and lobbying. Together, they form a collective voice that can appeal to 
both the public and governments, while making alliances with other 
international groups for lobbying both state governments and regional 
organizations.34 For instance, the Asian Forum for Human Rights and 
Development (FORUM-ASIA), headquartered in Bangkok, has provided 
assistance to local NGOs in various Asian countries and has campaigned 
to promote human rights and freedom of association.35 

To help regional civil societies overcome their weaknesses, Japan and 
ASEAN should actively support the growth of CSO networks in Southeast 
Asia. For instance, Japan and ASEAN could set up a special fund to provide 
necessary financial assistance to those CSOs that are contributing to the 
building of regionwide CSO networks and to empower local CSOs on the 
forefront of democracy building and human rights. Such a joint initiative 
could help local CSOs overcome various constraints, allowing them to 
flourish, hence making an important contribution to the growth of civil 
societies and democracy building in Southeast Asia. 

Additionally, Japan and ASEAN should consider the possibility of estab-
lishing CSO networks between them. A major characteristic of Japanese 
civil society is the existence of only a few large advocacy groups but many 
small local groups, mostly represented by neighborhood associations. The 
activities of neighborhood associations, for instance, include forming watch 
patrols to prevent crime and fires; supporting children, women, and senior 
citizen groups; cleaning public facilities; maintaining community centers; 
and organizing festivals. By increasing the capability of grassroots com-
munities to maintain social structures, these activities make a significant 
contribution not only to the enhancement of local governance but also 
to the boosting of social capital, vital to the building and maintenance of 
democracy.36 ASEAN has an abundance of advocacy groups, but lacks local 
groups like the neighborhood associations, which can effectively promote 
social capital. Sharing the Japanese CSO model with ASEAN countries 
could help strengthen the social basis for democratization in ASEAN. In 
order to facilitate interactions between Japanese and ASEAN CSOs, Japan 
and ASEAN should organize international CSO conferences. 

Secondly, Japan and ASEAN should work together to consolidate the 
rule of law among democratic ASEAN members. Considering the lack of 
political will to advance democracy on the part of reluctant ASEAN states, 
the successful implementation of the APSC project will depend on efforts 
taken by democratic ASEAN members, in particular Indonesia and the 
Philippines. However, setbacks in their democratization have tarnished 
their democratic allure, weakening their leadership. To enhance their valid-
ity, Indonesia and the Philippines must transform themselves into liberal 
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democracies, significantly reducing executive abuses and corrupt practices, 
thus restoring the democratic rule of law. 

Although the two countries have already established special govern-
ment bodies to fight corruption, such as anticorruption commissions and 
the office of ombudsman, these institutions have often been plagued by 
dysfunctional judicial systems in which corruption also prevails. In order 
to reestablish the rule of law, at a minimum Indonesia and the Philippines 
need to develop more capable and politically isolated judicial systems since 
elected lawmakers, bureaucrats, the military, and the police cannot be held 
accountable without such judicial efficacy. Nor can human rights be pro-
tected without it.37 The establishment of an effective judicial system requires 
not only well-trained, objective, fair-minded legal practitioners, including 
judges, clerks, prosecutors, investigators, and defense attorneys, but also 
the necessary resources and infrastructure for generating and maintaining 
the quality of the system, such as law schools, judicial training institutions, 
law libraries, and professional bar associations.38 

Japan is one of a small number of countries possessing the expertise 
needed for judicial reform in Indonesia and the Philippines, having ex-
tensive experience in supporting the development of judicial systems in 
other developing countries, such as Cambodia and Vietnam. To cite an 
example, since 1999 the Japan International Cooperation Agency ( JICA), 
with support from the Japanese Ministry of Justice, has been strongly 
supporting Cambodia’s efforts to restore its legal and judicial systems 
after undergoing untold damage during its civil war. JICA’s assistance has 
ranged from the drafting of civil laws to the formulation of education and 
training curriculums in the major legal institutions, including the Royal 
School for Judges and Prosecutors, the Center for Lawyers Training and 
Legal Professional Improvement, and the Bar Association of the Kingdom 
of Cambodia.39 

Based on this experience, Japan could help both Indonesia and the 
Philippines to improve their educational and training programs for law 
students, judges, prosecutors, and other legal practitioners in order to in-
crease the professional skills of law practitioners while strengthening the 
ethical performance of their judicial systems. Such collaboration would 
contribute to the empowering of democratic ideals in both countries, thus 
helping strengthen their ability to lead the APSC project.

❖  ❖  ❖

Given the political, economic, and cultural diversity among ASEAN states, 
the promotion of a democratic environment within ASEAN is perhaps the 
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most daunting task in the APSC project. Democracy building is a compli-
cated, nonlinear process of development, requiring a long-term, tenacious 
effort to reform government, strengthen civil society, build a democratic 
culture, and so on. Fostering democratic development, hence, often requires 
strong and steady assistance from external actors who have the necessary 
expertise and resources to further democratization. 

Japan is one of a small number of countries that can provide capable 
support to ASEAN’s democracy and human rights project. This is an area 
in which Japan and ASEAN are expected to establish a strong partnership 
in the coming decade. Such cooperation will not only serve to consolidate 
bilateral relations and enhance peace and stability in Southeast Asia through 
the facilitation of shared norms and values, but it will also have a signifi-
cant impact on the future course of regional order in the wider East Asian 
region. Japan and ASEAN share a common interest in building an open 
and rules-based regional order in East Asia. Given that the construction of 
such a regional order can never be achieved without ASEAN being able to 
transform itself into a democratic entity, the success of bilateral cooperation 
in this field is a critical step toward their shared goal of promoting a durable 
security community based on the principle of openness and the rule of law 
in the East Asian region. 
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Protecting Vulnerable People,  
Building ASEAN Identity, and 

Narrowing the Development Gap

Amara Pongsapich

In attempting to make recommendations on ways in which to de-
velop the ASEAN Socio-cultural Community (ASCC) and ASEAN-Japan 
cooperation, this chapter adopts four main documents as the bases for 
further investigation. One is the ASCC Blueprint, while the other three are 
key documents in the evolution of ASEAN-Japan cooperation: the Tokyo 
Declaration for the Dynamic and Enduring Japan-ASEAN Partnership in 
the New Millennium, announced in December 2003; the Joint Declaration 
for Enhancing ASEAN-Japan Strategic Partnership for Prospering Together 
(Bali Declaration), endorsed in 2011; and the ASEAN-Japan Plan of Action 
2011–2015. While the two declarations focused primarily on the economic 
partnership, the socio-cultural aspects were included to some extent in the 
Plan of Action, as will be described in this chapter. 

The chapter starts with a discussion of two important global trends im-
pacting ASEAN: (1) the shift from a growth-centered to a human-centered 
development paradigm and (2) the adoption of a human-centered rights-
based approach in addition to the more conventional needs-based approach 
seen in the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). To identify future 
plans for ASEAN-Japan cooperation, the chapter first assesses past coop-
erative initiatives with specific reference to the Miyazawa Plan that was 
implemented during the 1997 Asian financial crisis and the human security 
activities supported by the Japanese government during the early 2000s. 
Following a review of efforts to date, it examines the ASCC Blueprint and 
the ASEAN-Japan Plan of Action 2011–2015. The discussion focuses on three 
thematic issues of particular relevance for ASEAN and Japan—protecting 

15
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vulnerable people, building ASEAN identity, and narrowing the develop-
ment gap—and outlines activities in those areas that have been proposed for 
2011–2015. Finally, it concludes by offering recommendations for initiatives 
to be implemented in 2015–2030.

G l o b a l  Tr e n d s

The Shift from a Growth-Centered to a Human-Centered 
Development Paradigm

A shift is currently underway in the development paradigm as it moves 
from a growth-centered to a human-centered approach. During the 1980s 
and 1990s, development paradigms evolved that focused on the interaction 
between the economic globalization and social globalization processes. 
Economic globalization is seen in the global expansion of capitalism in the 
form of multinational corporations and financial institutions, information 
technology, and consumerism. Social globalization, on the other hand, 
focuses on human development, or people-centered development, and 
its related issues. Studies have shown that there is a negative correlation 
between globalization and equitable income distribution both within and 
among nations. The income gap between the rich and the poor has grown, 
while the gap between rich and poor nations has increased as well. It has 
been recognized that the development processes taking place in developing 
nations have led to larger income gaps, with greater social inequality and 
social disintegration. A human-centered development concept has there-
fore been offered as an alternative strategy to bring about a more equitable 
development outcome.

The 1972 International Conference on Human Environment in Stockholm 
concluded with an agreement to advocate the concept of “sustainable de-
velopment,” where economic, social, and environmental development must 
take place as part of the same process rather than allowing one dimension 
to have priority over the other two. In addition, “sustainable development” 
means that development activities will not exploit the natural resources 
that should be left for future generations. The Earth Summit that took place 
in Rio de Janeiro 10 years later also further strengthened advocacy efforts 
related to this point.

The adoption of UN conventions and declarations targeting specific 
groups of people, such as women, children, people with disabilities, migrant 
workers, ethnic minorities, and indigenous peoples, also demonstrates that 
the development process needs to focus on specific groups of people who 
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are affected. Hence, the people-centered development concept has gradually 
been incorporated into mainstream development efforts.

Adopting a Human-Centered and Rights-Based Approach to 
Development

In addition to shifting from a growth-centered to a human-centered de-
velopment paradigm, another shift recognized by the UN Development 
Programme (UNDP) is the shift from a needs-based to a rights-based 
approach. The 1986 UN Declaration on the Right to Development has 
been a key instrument in bringing about a recognition of “develop-
ment” as being a human right, in addition to the needs-based approach 
adopted previously. 

During the first decade of the 21st century, two other UN policy outcomes 
brought about a confirmation of the rights-based approach to develop-
ment. On March 15, 2006, the UN General Assembly adopted a resolution 
to elevate the earlier Commission on Human Rights to a “Human Rights 
Council,” placing it roughly on par with the Security Council and the 
Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC). However, the Office of the 
High Commissioner for Human Rights is still located in Geneva, while the 
offices of the Security Council and ECOSOC are in New York.

In addition, in light of the growing awareness of the negative impact 
of growth-centered development and the effect of multinational firms’ 
activities on developing countries, in 2008, UN Secretary-General Kofi 
Annan appointed Professor John G. Ruggie as UN special representative of 
the secretary-general to study the issue of human rights and transnational 
corporations and other business enterprises. Essentially, Ruggie went back 
to the concepts introduced in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
and the two international covenants that followed—the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the International Covenant 
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights—and confirmed the three 
obligations of states: the obligation to respect, the obligation to protect, 
and the obligation to fulfill. Since globalization has altered the economic 
conditions worldwide and the impact of the private sector has become 
increasingly detrimental, the report recognized the role of nonstate actors 
as being very important. In other words, the states are not the only play-
ers that must fulfill the obligation to bring about the realization of rights; 
nonstate actors are also obligated to remedy the negative impact caused 
by their development activities. As a result, in June 2011, the UN Human 
Rights Council unanimously endorsed the final product of Ruggie’s study, 
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the “Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights: Implementing 
the UN ‘Protect-Respect-Remedy’ Framework.”

A s s e s s m e n t  o f  A S E A N - J a pa n  
C o o p e r a t i o n  t o  Da t e

Two major Japanese support programs are examined in this chapter:  the 
Miyazawa Plan for the recovery from the 1997 Asian financial crisis, and the 
Japanese government’s support for the Commission on Human Security 
during the period of 2000–2003. In addition to these two outstanding 
initiatives, Japan has made numerous other contributions in the social 
and cultural sectors, including governmental support provided by agen-
cies such as the Japan Foundation, the Japan International Cooperation 
Agency ( JICA), the Japan External Trade Organization ( JETRO), and 
others, as well as nongovernmental support from such private-sector or-
ganizations as the Toyota Foundation, the Nippon Foundation, and the 
Sasakawa Peace Foundation. The latter group of contributors, however, 
are not discussed here.

The Miyazawa Plan for the Recovery from the 1997 Asian 
Financial Crisis

The 1997 Asian financial crisis was a wake-up call for all ASEAN nations. 
The crisis started in Thailand and spread to other ASEAN countries, 
causing many firms to close down. The unemployment rate escalated and 
the number of people below the poverty line rose as well. Many stimulus 
packages were introduced in the years immediately following the crisis, 
and gradually the number of people living below the poverty line began to 
decline again. The stimulus packages included the World Bank Social Fund 
Project, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) Social Sector Program Loan, 
and the Japanese government’s Miyazawa Plan.

After the publication of the UN Conference on Trade and Development’s 
Trade and Development Report 1998, Finance Minister Kiichi Miyazawa 
announced his government’s intention to spend some US$30 billion in 
aid to support adversely affected Asian countries. The proposal, called the 
Miyazawa Plan, targeted the five most seriously affected Asian economies 
(Indonesia, the Republic of Korea, Malaysia, the Philippines, and Thailand), 
and was designed to help restructure the corporate and banking sectors, al-
leviate the credit crunch, and establish social safety nets in those countries.1 
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Depending on the school of thought or the international organization, 
the term “social safety nets” has been defined differently. Nevertheless, 
the core concept encompasses all kinds of social devices to protect people 
from poverty, unemployment, disease, disaster, and so on. During the 1997 
Asian financial crisis, the first collective initiative on social safety nets was 
launched at the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) Economic 
Leaders Meeting in November 1998. As the globalization agenda has broad-
ened and deepened, the concept of social safety nets in APEC economies 
has been defined more broadly as follows:

1. In the short run, compensatory policies and social assistance programs 
can be designed to help the losers, especially the poor, to deal with the 
transition costs of adjustment and to benefit from the new open trade 
and investment regime.

2. In the medium term, public spending on social services, such as basic edu-
cation, primary health, and nutrition, should be strengthened to expand 
the coverage of their services and improve their efficiency. Basic social 
services serve as an effective social safety net, and therefore expenditures 
for basic social services should be protected.

3. In the long run, the social security and productive welfare system should 
be developed to cushion negative shocks from a global economy in a 
comprehensive manner.2

It must be noted here that during the 1997 Asian financial crisis, when 
the World Bank Social Fund Project, the ADB Social Sector Program Loan, 
and the Miyazawa Plan were implemented, the “social safety nets” concept 
was broadly defined as indicated above.

In the case of Thailand, the social reform loans consisted of US$1.45 billion 
from the Miyazawa loan, US$600 million from the World Bank, US$600 mil-
lion from the Japan Export-Import Bank, and US$250 million from Japan’s 
Overseas Economic Cooperation Fund (OECF). The objectives were to 
relieve the burden on the poor and provide social infrastructure for future 
development. Six strategies were adopted for implementation: (1) create 
jobs to reduce the social impact of the crisis, (2) improve the quality of 
life of the people, (3) support infrastructure for future development, (4) 
improve capacity for export competitiveness, (5) support the development 
of economic zones and border areas, and (6) improve efficiency in govern-
ment administration. However, it is to be expected that such an ambitious 
plan would not be totally successful. While community-based development 
projects were very much appreciated, the infrastructure projects proved to 
be less so. Better planning and packaging should lead to more comprehen-
sive social safety net programs for longer-term implementation.3 
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Japan’s Support for Human Security Activities

During the 1980s and 1990s, the UNDP promoted a rights-based develop-
ment paradigm. The concept of “human security” was the theme of the 
1994 UNDP Human Development Report, and an independent Commission 
on Human Security was launched at the 2000 UN Millennium Summit. 
The commission was officially established in June 2001 and had a two-year 
lifespan that resulted in a report titled Human Security Now: Protecting and 
Empowering People, which was released in May 2003.4 The commission 
concluded that since a conventional “state security” framework alone 
can no longer fully ensure people’s survival, livelihood, and dignity, the 
concept of “human security” is needed to complement the traditional 
state-centric paradigm. 

The concept of “human security” proposes that security be viewed in 
terms of the threats to and rights of individuals. The conventional develop-
ment strategy of satisfying the “basic minimum needs” of the people has 
gradually shifted to view human development in terms of the rights of people 
to have a decent standard of living. In the 1994 UNDP Human Development 
Report, threats were considered under seven main categories: economic, 
food, health, environmental, personal, community, and political.5 These 
issues were identified as threatening the wellbeing of people and therefore 
the report stated that they need to be securitized. In the process of securitiza-
tion to achieve the goal of ensuring the wellbeing of the people, it is critical 
that people have “freedom from want” and “freedom from fear.” This means 
that in terms of a development paradigm, there has been a shift to combine 
needs-based and rights-based development. The Commission on Human 
Security was headed by Sadako Ogata, who came from the Office of the High 
Commissioner for Refugees, and Professor Amartya Sen, a Noble laureate 
in development economics. They classified human security issues as (1) 
human security of people on the move, and (2) human security of people 
affected by development. Thanks in no small part to the strong leadership 
of Ogata on this issue, the Japanese government has subsequently adopted 
and generously promoted the human security concept as a key component 
of its foreign policy. The commission was designed to be in operation for 
just two years, but it succeeded in integrating the “rights” concept into the 
development paradigm. 

According to a 2009 report from Japan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
(MOFA), the late Prime Minister Keizo Obuchi announced in a policy 
speech in Hanoi in December 1998 that a trust fund would be established 
in the UN to promote human security.6 The government of Japan fulfilled 
this commitment and founded the UN Trust Fund for Human Security in 
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March 1999, with an initial contribution of about ¥500 million (approxi-
mately US$4.63 million). By FY2009, the total contributions amounted to 
¥39 billion (approximately US$346.58 million), making the trust fund one of 
the largest of its kind established in the UN. Approved projects by number 
and budget as of March 2009 are presented below:

Table 1. UN Trust Fund for Human Security projects by region, as of March 
2009

Region No. of projects Budget (US$)
Asia Pacific (incl. ASEAN) 82) 90,521,647)
    (ASEAN only) (33) (32,206,600)
Africa 55) 101,457,244)
Europe 20) 71,633,408)
Latin America/Caribbean 18) 24,733,873)
Others 16) 15,081,994)

Total 191) 303,206,600)

Source: MOFA, Global Issues Cooperation Division, The Trust Fund for Human Security 
for the “Human-centered” 21st Century (August 2009).

Consequently, the generous contribution of the Japanese government 
in the form of a trust fund offers a good example of how Japan might also 
make contributions in a similar manner for ASEAN. The concrete details 
on the philosophy, objectives, and manner of implementation would have 
to be designed to fit with the changing post-2015 environment. The Japanese 
government would have to keep in mind also that the UN General Assembly 
endorsed the establishment of the Human Rights Council to replace the 
Human Rights Commission in 2006. This new development would have 
to be included in the consideration of a post-2015 trust fund as well. The 
Japanese government may want to review the objectives of the existing trust 
fund or set up a separate trust fund for ASEAN.

B l u e p r i n t  f o r  t h e  A S C C  a n d  t h e  
A S E A N - J a pa n  P l a n  o f  A c t i o n  2 0 1 1 – 2 0 15

The Roadmap for an ASEAN Community 2009–2015 spelled out a number 
of objectives that were to be the focus of the ASCC Blueprint: 

(a) human development
(b) social welfare and protection
(c) social justice and rights
(d) ensuring environmental sustainability
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(e) building the ASEAN identity
(f) narrowing the development gap 

This section examines categories (c), (e), and (f) and analyzes how those 
issues are addressed in the ASEAN-Japan Plan of Action and in what areas 
ASEAN and Japan might cooperate further. When discussing issues identi-
fied in the ASCC Blueprint, if the same issue is also indicated in the Plan 
of Action 2011–2015, they are addressed together.

Social Justice and Rights

1. Promotion and protection of the rights and welfare of women, 
children, the elderly, and persons with disabilities

ASCC Blueprint strategic objective: Safeguard the interests and 
rights as well as provide equal opportunities and raise the quality of life 
and standard of living for women, children, the elderly, and persons 
with disabilities.7

Among the action plans of the ASCC is to work toward the establishment 
of an ASEAN Commission on the Promotion and Protection of the Rights 
of Women and Children (hereafter, ASEAN Commission on Women and 
Children). Since all of the ASEAN member states have signed the UN 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women and the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, ASEAN 
member states agreed to the establishment of the ASEAN Commission 
on Women and Children as an intergovernmental commission with two 
representatives from each country, one representing women and one rep-
resenting children and youth. The commission was established in 2010 and 
the output and outcomes of the commission have yet to be evaluated. On 
the issue of violence against women, efforts are being made by UN Women, 
civil society organizations, and various government agencies through work-
shops and seminars. It is not certain, however, that the ASCC Work Plan 
to Operationalize the Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against 
Women in ASEAN will be concretized.

At present, one of the critical issues affecting vulnerable groups is the 
trafficking of women and children. Human trafficking is a notorious phe-
nomenon in Asia, and in recent decades, as globalization has progressed, 
human trafficking has become an increasingly transnational and organized 
crime, involving vast international and local crime networks. Individuals 
being trafficked include women and children as well as migrant workers. 
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There has been no concrete ASEAN-Japan support on this issue as such, 
but according to a 2009 report from Japan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
there have been many projects supported by the UN Trust Fund for Human 
Security. The appendix of that report provided a list of projects supported 
as of August 2009, indicating that 11 projects totaling US$9.8 million had 
been granted to ASEAN countries through different UN agencies.8 In ad-
dition, JICA and other Japanese private foundations have been providing 
assistance to vulnerable groups. It is recommended that this type of support 
be continued and strengthened.

Recommendations for Future ASEAN-Japan Cooperation: 

(1) The Japanese government should provide bilateral support for social 
safety net programs to provide humanitarian assistance and human rights 
protection schemes for vulnerable groups.

(2) ASEAN member states should agree to support the establishment 
of a concrete institution or organization to deal with the human 
trafficking of women and children. Based on data on projects sup-
ported by the UN Trust Fund for Human Security, at least four 
ASEAN projects totaling US$3.9 million have been granted through 
UN agencies working in the region. It is therefore recommended 
that the Japanese government consider supporting an ASEAN anti-
trafficking institution.

(3) ASEAN member states should agree to strengthen the functioning of 
the recently established ASEAN Commission on Women and Children. 
Although Japan has been supporting projects on women and children 
through the UN Trust Fund for Human Security, which are implemented 
by UN agencies, the Japanese government should consider providing 
direct support to the commission.  

2. Protection and promotion of the rights of migrant workers

ASCC Blueprint strategic objective: Ensure fair and comprehen-
sive migration policies and adequate protection for all migrant workers in 
accordance with the laws, regulations, and policies of respective ASEAN 
member states, as well as implement the ASEAN Declaration on the 
Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers.

ASEAN-Japan Plan of Action 2011–2015: 3.10 Cooperation on Social 
Justice—Cooperate on programs that will assist migrant workers and their 
families in achieving financial stability through training, investment pro-
motion, savings assistance, and entrepreneurship development programs; 
and promote dialogue on the adoption of arrangements for the portability 
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of social security benefits for migrant workers and for the harmonization 
of remittance charges.

It is well recognized that migrant workers are a sensitive issue for most coun-
tries. Among ASEAN member states, some are exporting labor, some need 
to import labor, while others are exporting, importing, as well as serving 
as transit states through which migrants move back and forth in search of 
employment opportunities. On the issue of migrant workers, to date three 
ASEAN member states—the Philippines, Indonesia, and Cambodia—have 
signed the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All 
Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families.

On January 13, 2007, at the 12th ASEAN Summit in Cebu, the ASEAN lead-
ers adopted the ASEAN Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of the 
Rights of Migrant Workers. Article 22 of the declaration tasks the governments 
with developing “an ASEAN instrument on the protection and promotion of 
the rights of migrant workers, consistent with ASEAN’s vision of a caring and 
sharing Community.” The ASEAN foreign ministers subsequently agreed to set 
up an ASEAN Committee on the Implementation of the ASEAN Declaration 
on the Protection and Promotion of Rights of Migrant Workers (hereafter, 
ASEAN Committee on Migrant Workers) to carry forward the regional work 
on migration. The working group formed a Drafting Committee on the ASEAN 
Instrument for the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers, 
composed of representatives of four governments—Indonesia, Malaysia, the 
Philippines, and Thailand. The drafting committee is still working on a draft, 
but seems to have reached a deadlock.

Without an agreement on labor protection standards, minimum wages, 
and additional labor regulations and laws to apply to migrant workers, many 
governments have been using immigration law to control migrant labor from 
neighboring countries, classifying them as illegal migrant workers. With the 
planned integration of the ASEAN Community coming up at the end of 
2015, the issue of migrant workers and cross-border movements of people 
will have to be dealt with seriously. It is urgent that ASEAN member states 
reach an agreement on this issue since further procrastination will lead to 
conflicts among ASEAN member states. 

To date, numerous Japanese investors have been operating in ASEAN 
regions dominated by migrant workers, and these investors have been 
responsible for the welfare of the workers. They have been known to be 
generous in terms of wages and welfare. They have thus been setting a posi-
tive example through their actions, and this could usefully be expanded 
through corporate social responsibility (CSR) activities and support for 
migrant-oriented civil society organizations. Only one project on the 
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health conditions of migrant workers in Thailand has been supported by 
the UN Trust Fund for Human Security, through the WHO at the amount 
of US$1.5 million.

Recommendations for future ASEAN-Japan cooperation: 

(1) The ASEAN Secretariat should establish regional programs and the 
Japanese government should implement bilateral programs to promote 
and protect the rights of migrant workers.

(2) ASEAN member states should support the establishment of the ASEAN 
Committee on Migrant Workers before 2015 and should support the 
operations of the committee after 2015. Since Japanese investors are 
operating in the ASEAN region in areas composed mostly of migrant 
workers, it would therefore be natural for the Japanese government to 
support the establishment of such a committee.

3. Promoting Corporate Social Responsibility

ASCC Blueprint objective: Ensure that CSR is incorporated in the 
corporate agenda and contribute toward sustainable socioeconomic de-
velopment in ASEAN member states.

In addition to the labor standards required in the employment realm in 
the formal economic sector, the impact of the corporate sector on different 
groups within society as well as on the exploitation of natural resources 
and the environment must be explored. In November 2010, the Working 
Group for an ASEAN Human Rights Mechanism organized a “Workshop 
on Corporate Social Responsibility within an ASEAN Human Rights 
Framework” in Singapore. In June 2011, the UN Human Rights Council 
unanimously endorsed Ruggie’s “Guiding Principles for the Implementation 
of the UN ‘Protect-Respect-Remedy’ Framework.” The guidelines effec-
tively established an authoritative global reference point for preventing 
and addressing the risk of adverse impacts on human rights linked to 
business activities. As a consequence, in the same year, the International 
Coordination Committee (ICC) of the National Human Rights Institutions 
(NHRIs) adopted Business and Human Rights as a theme for ICC activi-
ties for the year 2012–2013. Workshops on business and human rights have 
been planned for all four regions of the ICC. The Asia Pacific workshop 
took place in March 2012 in Seoul, Korea, and that was followed by several 
more workshops organized during 2012–2013. 

With many activities taking place during 2011–2013, it appears that the 
so-called “CSR movement” is bringing about mutual understanding on 
the guiding principles among corporations and is reducing gaps in CSR 
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implementation programs within and between ASEAN member states. 
Corporations are encouraged to develop and adopt a CSR code of conduct. 
Efforts are being made to transform the ASEAN CSR agenda into action 
plans to be implemented in the ASEAN Community. In the process, cor-
porations are being convinced to adopt a rights-based approach in their 
total production process rather than presenting CSR as a separate image-
making activity.

Recommendations for Future ASEAN-Japan Cooperation: 

(1) The ASEAN Secretariat should set up a program to support the CSR and 
human rights activities of both Japanese and ASEAN multinational firms. 

(2) The ASEAN Secretariat together with Japanese corporations should 
establish an award scheme to honor multinational firms with best prac-
tices in CSR and business and human rights programs.

Building the ASEAN Identity

The ASEAN identity is the basis of Southeast Asia’s regional interests. This 
identity includes collective personality, norms, values, and beliefs, as well 
as aspirations as one ASEAN community.

1. Promotion of ASEAN awareness and a sense of community

ASCC Blueprint strategic objective: Create a sense of belonging, 
consolidate unity in diversity and enhance deeper mutual understand-
ing among ASEAN member states about their culture, history, religion, 
and civilization.

ASEAN-Japan Plan of Action 2011–2015: 3.9 Cooperation on infor-
mation and media—3.9.1 Enhance regional cooperation on information 
and media through the promotion of mutually beneficial information and 
media partnerships, exchanges, and other person-to-person activities; 
and 3.9.2 enhance cooperation in the development of human resources, 
particularly in capacity building in new media or information technology 
and their convergent applicants for mobile, Internet, digital broadcasting, 
and development of new content.

In the present-day ASEAN region, a crisis is taking place in the social or-
der, and development and sociocultural paradigms are breaking down. All 
ASEAN states are facing the dilemma of how to preserve conventional and 
traditional values while adopting new values and norms. Modern society 
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needs a new paradigm to describe the social relationship wherein different 
organic groups unite with shared ethical and moral bonds, working toward 
the same, unified social order. ASEAN society must be characterized by 
three critical components: democracy, good governance, and people’s par-
ticipation. These values need to be promoted as appropriate and acceptable 
so that they can be observed at all levels, including the institutional level in 
the form of civic groups, organizations, or new constitutions. 

In creating a sustainable ASEAN identity, ASEAN member states must con-
serve some of their traditions and at the same time recognize democracy and the 
equality of different organic cultural groups within their society. Discrimination 
based on gender, class, culture, or ethnicity must not be permitted. 

Forms of cultural relations include cultural pluralism, which indicates 
compatible relationships between cultural and ethnic groups. In contrast, 
incompatible relationships may be seen in civic movements such as militant 
and separatist movements, where conflicts may have started as disputes 
between cultural groups but have developed into conflicts between one 
ethnic minority group and the majority-controlled state. The challenge 
facing ASEAN member states is how to prevent cultural conflicts from 
escalating to the unmanageable stage.

In the process of building a sustainable ASEAN identity through people’s 
participation, all forms of media and information technology need to be 
employed. At present, that process has not been sufficiently introduced. 
Most ASEAN member states have not yet reached the realization that in 
order for the ASEAN community and identity to be formed and sustained, 
collaborative efforts by all states are essential.

Although Japan is not a member state of ASEAN, it can still play a role 
in building ASEAN identity by recognizing and appreciating ASEAN’s 
cultural diversity. Since World War II, there has been no cultural hegemony 
in the region, despite the popularity of Japanese movies, cartoons, and 
other consumer products dominating ASEAN markets and media space. 
Japanese support for the promotion of an ASEAN identity would be very 
much appreciated by ASEAN communities.

Recommendations for Future ASEAN-Japan Cooperation: 

(1) The ASEAN Secretariat should support programs identified in the Plan 
of Action 2011–2015, such as media partnerships, exchanges, and other 
person-to-person activities, as well as capacity building in new media 
technology, and the development of new content.

(2) The Japanese government should support collaboration between 
NHK—Japan’s national broadcasting network—and ASEAN broadcast 
networks, both at the regional and bilateral levels. 
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2.  Preservation and Promotion of ASEAN Cultural Heritage

ASCC Blueprint strategic objective: Promote the conservation 
and preservation of ASEAN cultural heritage to ensure its continuity to 
enhance awareness and understanding of the people about the unique his-
tory of the region and the cultural similarities and differences between and 
among ASEAN member states, as well as to protect the distinctiveness of 
ASEAN cultural heritage as a whole.

The ASEAN-Japan Plan of Action 2011–2015: 3.8.1 Enhance regional 
cooperation in cultural heritage—Enhance regional cooperation in cul-
tural heritage through the establishment of a network of experts in the 
field of conservation of arts, artifacts, and cultural heritage, both tangible 
and intangible.

To overcome the threat of globalization and loss of cultural identity, the 
reconstruction of ASEAN’s identity and culture has been recommended. 
The nationalistic, ethnic, and fundamentalist reactions being generated by 
globalization could lead to a strong assertion of local cultures. This might 
take the form of reviving or simulating local traditions and ceremonies, 
or inventing new ones. The revival of some cultural practices would help 
strengthen the existing cultural and social capital. Without strong efforts to 
revive selected cultural practices, cultural deterioration is inevitable. On the 
other hand, social capital is seen in localism. Local cultures are believed to 
have distinctive features of homogeneity and an integrated cultural identity 
that is both enduring and unique. Members of a locality form a distinctive 
community with its own unique culture. 

To counter cultural globalization, the UN Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) has been instrumental in bringing about 
the identification of cultural heritage, the revival of indigenous knowledge, 
and the recognition of intangible culture. While the direct impact of these 
attempts is ambiguous, at least indirectly they are recognized to be beneficial 
in promoting tourism. Cultural items are now being patented and cultural 
capitalism is also on the rise. This process has also supported the empower-
ment of marginalized people. 

Recommendations for Future ASEAN-Japan Cooperation: 

(1) Each ASEAN member state should work to revive its local culture, in-
digenous culture and knowledge, and cultural heritage as an alternative 
cultural process to counter globalism. This process, in effect, will help 
resist the spread of mass culture in manipulating the marginalized and 
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the powerless. The continuous support of the Japan Foundation and 
other organizations for cultural heritage projects in ASEAN has been 
very much appreciated and should be continued.

(2) The ASEAN Secretariat and ASEAN member states should support the 
concepts of cultural diversity, local cultures, and community identity by 
establishing a “Cultural Heritage and Local Wisdom Fund.” The Japanese 
government should consider supporting the establishment of this fund.

3. Promotion of Cultural Creativity and Industry

ASCC Blueprint strategic objective: Enhance ASEAN identity 
and togetherness through cultural creativity and the promotion of and 
cooperation on cultural industry.

ASEAN-Japan Plan of Action (2011–2013): 3.8 Cooperation in culture 
and the arts—3.8.3 Identify and address common concerns in cultural 
heritage management and further develop professional human resources in 
cultural heritage management and in the development of small and medium-
sized culture enterprises (SMCE) and industries; and 3.8.4 enhance joint 
endeavors to create film, music, mode, and other subcultural contents by 
various talents of different countries in the region.

In the highly heterogeneous ASEAN region, cultural and ethnic organi-
zations can function as civil society organizations to fulfill the needs of 
different ethnic groups where governments fail to do so. In socialist and 
welfare state societies, the government is required to satisfy the need for 
public goods and social welfare services. In free market societies, the de-
mand for public goods should be supplied by the market system. But if the 
market fails to satisfy such demands, then the government must step in to 
perform this role. However, in heterogeneous societies where the demands 
are diverse, it may be difficult for either the market or the government to 
adequately supply public goods. If both the market and the government fail 
to provide public goods, civil society organizations and media must then 
move in to perform that role.

The promotion of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) for the produc-
tion of cultural products is being supported by many ASEAN governments. 
Differentiated demand has been identified as a factor in the nonprofit pro-
duction of quasi-public goods, as organizations respond to differentiated 
tastes for the kinds of service to be consumed.9 People’s preferences with 
respect to product variety are more heterogeneous and more intense due 
to cultural differences. This diversity is geographically dispersed and most 
governments in the region cannot accommodate these demands. Ethnicity 
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and religion are the two most visible factors affecting civil society sector 
development in developed as well as developing countries. Both civil society 
groups and private sector entrepreneurs should be encouraged to establish 
SMEs to produce cultural objects and performances. 

Recommendations for Future ASEAN-Japan Cooperation: 

(1) The Japanese government should assist the ASEAN Secretariat in 
establishing an SME loan program with low interest rates to provide 
support for ASEAN entrepreneurs who are willing to venture into the 
new cultural market. 

(2) The Japanese government should introduce Japan’s “One Community 
One Product” model to ASEAN local communities by organizing study 
tours for knowledge transfer. 

4.  Engagement with the Community

ASCC Bluepr int str ategic objective: Inculcate an ASEAN 
identity and build a people-oriented ASEAN where people are at 
the center of community building, through the participation of all 
sectors of society.

ASEAN-Japan Plan of Action (2011–2013): 3.7 People to people con-
nectivity—3.7.7 Promote exchanges among villages, municipalities, and 
cities; and strengthen people-to-people contacts, utilizing the schemes of 
the Japan International Cooperation Agency ( JICA), the Japan Bank for 
International Cooperation ( JBIC), and the Japan Foundation.

Since the 1990s, civil society organizations have been recognized globally 
as a critical force. Traditional civil society organizations that originally 
formed as philanthropic, religious, labor, and community development 
organizations have become increasingly active. Civil society organizations 
have been very much empowered during the 1980s and 1990s. Many phil-
anthropic community-development organizations shifted their orientation 
from a needs-based to rights-based focus and began working as advocacy 
groups, demanding the rights of people on various issues. Locally, organi-
zations working on the same issue have formed networks and are working 
collaboratively in order to empower themselves.

Just as multinational corporations, international financial institutions 
(e.g., the World Bank, International Monetary Fund, and World Trade 
Organization), and multilateral organizations are linked transnationally, 
civil society organizations are also becoming linked transnationally and 
are forming social movements. New social movements have become a 
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reality during the past two decades with some new features. Two important 
observations can be made about these social movements. First, it is clear 
that politics has moved beyond the traditional definitions that evolved 
around the realm of the nation-state, government, political parties, and so 
on. And second, these new social movements can be viewed as “resistance 
movements” or “civil disobedience,” not necessarily against any particular 
nation-state or government, but possibly against transnational entities 
or even supranational institutions. They are demanding more space for 
ordinary people, a reduction in the gap between the government and the 
people, and a more humane government.

Therefore, the new social movements are an alternative, providing the 
political space for the ASEAN Community. They are not merely replacing 
“government” with “governance”; the new social movements advocate for 
more proactive strategies to bring social justice to society. The new social 
movements, and especially the antiglobalization movements, are themselves 
developing as supranational entities, which have a high degree of change-
ability, adaptability, and flexibility. In this way, new social movements open 
political space for negotiations with other supranational organizations, such 
as the ASEAN Community, as well as with nation-states. However, there 
is an argument that the promotion of culture-based civic groups may lead 
to the fragmentation of society instead of integration. Thus, multiethnic 
civil society activities and movements based on issues are less detrimental 
to national security. 

Recommendations for Future ASEAN-Japan Cooperation: 

(1) The ASEAN Secretariat, with support from the Japanese government, 
should support an “ASEAN Identity Project” by encouraging civil soci-
ety organizations to perform political and cultural functions for cultural 
groups in cases where marginalized groups need support for social ser-
vices as well as socio-cultural activities.

(2) The ASEAN Secretariat, with support from Japanese counterparts, 
should support civil society activities by promoting the concept of 
“ASEAN identity” as an issue for the movement to advocate. ASEAN 
culture must be seen in the coexistence of diverse forms of cultural 
relations. ASEAN local heritage, cosmopolitanism, fusion culture, and 
cultural pluralism are some of the forms identified and should be allowed 
to coexist. 

5. Narrowing the Development Gap for 2015–2030

ASCC Blueprint str ategic objective: Strengthen cooperation 
to reduce the development gap, in particular the social dimensions of 
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development between the ASEAN-6 and the CLMV countries and within 
ASEAN where some isolated pockets of under development persist.

ASEAN-Japan Plan of Action (2011–2013): 2.14.1 Provide macro-
economic policy support for socio-economic development in ASEAN 
member states to narrow the development gap; 2.14.2 Strengthen support 
for the realization of the Initiative for ASEAN Integration (IAI) and other 
regional and subregional endeavors to narrow the development gaps in 
ASEAN to expedite regional integration; and enhance cooperation and 
activities within the framework of the ASEAN-Japan Centre, particularly 
through the promotion of trade, investment, and tourism, to narrow the 
development gaps.

The negative impact of globalization has been recognized as one reason 
for poverty in developing countries. The income gap between the rich and 
the poor has become wider and wider. Overinvestment by the rich brought 
about the collapse of the economy, as was evident in the financial and eco-
nomic crises of 1997 and 2007. The mainstream capitalistic economy brought 
about inequality and social injustice. The concept of a sufficiency economy 
is now being proposed to replace the overexploitation of natural resources, 
overinvestment, and overconsumption. Local wisdom and knowledge are 
being revived and reexamined with a newfound respect instead of being 
discarded as old-fashioned. Cultural diversity is allowed and promoted in 
many societies and cultural domination is no longer acceptable.

The development gaps between the rich and the poor and between 
nation-states are becoming increasingly severe. The ASCC recognizes the 
differences between the ASEAN-6 and the CLMV countries (Cambodia, 
Laos, Myanmar, and Vietnam). Table 2 shows the figures from the Human 
Development Index (HDI) for the two groups. When comparing gross 
national income and the percentage of population living below the 
poverty line, the distinctions between the two groups are very much 
evident. However, it should be noted that Vietnam is gradually moving 
up the scale, and some of the indicators clearly indicate that Vietnam is 
at the top of the CLMV group, almost ready to move up to the level of 
the ASEAN-6 group.

With regard to the social sector indicators presented in table 3, similar 
observations can be made for the case of Vietnam. The figures indicate 
that for literacy and life expectancy, Vietnam more closely resembles the 
ASEAN-6 group. Figures for the employment-to-population ratio are very 
much the same for both groups. Among ASEAN countries, employment 
indicators do not indicate significant differences. On the other hand, figures 
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for safety net measures based on expenditure on health, security, and welfare 
are not available for all countries. At this stage, the reliability of the figures 
is still questionable since the concept of safety nets may not be interpreted 
the same way in all countries.

The issue of social safety nets needs to be further examined as an instru-
ment to narrow the development gap between member states. Bilateral 
support may be provided to states at the bottom of the ranks in an attempt to 
improve social services and social infrastructure in countries that are in need.

Table 4 provides data from the Global Gender Gap Report 2012. Data 
are not available for Laos and Myanmar. Figures presented do not give a 
clear indication of differences between the ASEAN-6 and Cambodia and 
Vietnam. The lack of a clear distinction between the two groups may be 
because ASEAN societies have a similar culture and traditions as they relate 
to gender roles and discrimination between males and females is not related 

Table 2. HDI rank and value and poverty indicators of ASEAN countries

Country

2011 HDI
Gross National 
Income (GNI) 

per capita 
(2011)  (c)

Income Gini 
Coefficient (d)

Pop. under 
national 

poverty (e)

Human  
poverty index 

(f)Rank (a) Value (b)

ASEAN – 6
Brunei 33 0.838 45,753

(2005)
- - -0

Indonesia 124 0.617 3,716 36.8 12.5
(2011)

17.0

Malaysia 61 0.761 13,685 46.2 3.8
(2009)

6.1

Philippines 112 0.644 3,478 44.0 26.5
(2009)

12.4

Singapore 26 0.866 52,569 -- -- 3.9

Thailand 103 0.682 7,694 53.6 7.8
(2010)

8.5

CLMV
Cambodia 139 0.523 1,848 44.4 30.1

(2007)
27.7

Laos 138 0.524 2,242 36.7 27.6
(2008)

30.7

Myanmar 149 0.483 1,535 -- 25.6
(2010)

20.4

Vietnam 128 0.593 2,805 37.6 14.5
(2008)

12.4

Sources: (a), (b), (c), (d): United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), Human 
Development Report 2011 (New York: UNDP, 2011); (e) ADB, Framework of Inclusive Growth 
Indicators 2012 (Manila: ADB, 2012); (f) UNDP, Human Development Report 2009 (New York: 
UNDP, 2009).
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Table 3. HDI social sector indicators for ASEAN countries

Country

Adult literacy 
rate
(a)

Health 
adjusted life 
expectancy 

(b)

15 yrs+ employ-
ment to pop. ratio

(2011) (c)

Safety Nets (2010) (d)

% expend. 
on health

% expend. 
on security &  

welfare

ASEAN – 6
Brunei 95.3 66 63.1  (2001) - 4.8
Indonesia 92.5 60 61.9  (2009) 13.9 -
Malaysia 92.5 64 60.6  (2009) 0.7 3.6
Philippines 95.4 62 59.2  (2009) 29.7 5.7
Singapore 94.7 73 61.6  (2009) 15.6 7.7
Thailand 93.5 62 72.7  (2009) 10.1 6.8

CLMV
Cambodia 77.6 53 60.6  (2008) - 5.2
Laos 72.7 54 65.7  (2005) 5.0 -
Myanmar 92.0 50 - 1.3 -
Vietnam 92.8 64 69.9  (2004) 36.0 -

Sources: (a), (b): Human Development Report 2011; (c), (d): Framework of Inclusive Growth 
Indicators 2012.

Table 4. Gender gap report in ASEAN countries, 2012

Country
Rank 
(a)

Score 
(b)

F/M Ratio 
of earned 
income 

(c)

F/M 
Ratio of 
literacy 

rate 
(d)

F/M ratio 
of labor 

force 
part. (e)

F/M ratio 
of seats 
in parlia-
ment (f)

Old-age dependency 
(g)

1981-1990 2011-2020

ASEAN – 6
Brunei 75 0.6750 0.90 0.97 0.80 - - -

Indonesia 97 0.6591 0.94 0.89 0.61 0.22 0.062 0.10

Malaysia 100 0.6539 0.43 0.95 0.57 0.12 0.064 0.09

Philippines 8 0.7757 0.60 1.01 0.63 0.30 0.058 0.08

Singapore 55 0.6989 1.00 0.96 0.74 0.31 0.074 0.193

Thailand 65 0.6893 0.62 0.96 0.83 0.19 0.068 0.127

CLMV

Cambodia 103 0.6457 0.71 0.80 0.87 0.25 - -

Laos - - - - - - - -

Myanmar - -- - - - - - -

Vietnam 66 0.6867 0.69 0.96 0.92 0.32 0.085 0.0975

Sources: (a), (b), (c), (d), (e), (f): Ricardo Hausmann, Laura D. Tyson, and Saadia Zahidi, 
The Global Gender Gap Report 2012 (Geneva: World Economic Forum, 2012); (g): National 
Intelligence Council, Global Trend 2030 Alternative Worlds (Washington DC: NIC, 2012). 
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to the level of development. In all eight countries, however, it can be seen 
that the female-to-male (F/M) ratio of earned income and the labor force 
F/M ratio are equally low while the F/M ratio of seats in parliament is 
extremely low. On the other hand, the F/M ratio in literacy rates is mostly 
high, as female opportunities for education have been on par or even better 
than for men, except in Cambodia.

In terms of old-age dependency, it is undeniable that between 1981 and 
2020, the old-age dependency ratio is increasing for all countries with avail-
able data. However, Singapore, Thailand, and Indonesia have a more serious 
problem than the rest of the ASEAN member states. 

This means that support for gender equality schemes should be made 
across the board. All 10 member states need to establish an ASEAN em-
powerment scheme to bring about gender equality. At the same time, 
programs and projects for the elderly, together with programs and projects 
to address the trafficking of women and children mentioned earlier in this 
chapter, are still essential if the ASEAN Community is to be recognized as 
a socially just community.

The Human Development Report 2009 provides information on selected 
conventions ratified by different countries. A breakdown of these conven-
tions along with the ASEAN member states that have ratified them is 
presented in table 5. As mentioned above, most ASEAN countries have 
ratified the three UN conventions focusing on vulnerable groups—the 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women, the Convention on the Rights of the Child, and the Convention 
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. The Convention Relating to the 
Status of Refugees and the Convention on the Protection of the Rights of 
All Migrant Workers have been ratified by only three countries. This table 
provides an example of international tools that may be utilized to bring 
about more comprehensive development for all ASEAN countries. The 
ASEAN Community could develop instruments to help establish common 
goals to strengthen the community as a whole.

To date, in addition to the ASEAN Charter, the ASEAN Intergovern-
mental Commission on Human Rights (AICHR) has been established and 
the ASEAN Declaration on Human Rights (ADHR) was recently endorsed 
at the ASEAN Ministerial Meeting in Cambodia in November 2012, despite 
strong criticism from civil society that the newly adopted ADHR does not 
meet international human rights standards. Furthermore, greater support 
is needed for the establishment of the ASEAN Committee on Migrant 
Workers. The upcoming establishment of the ASEAN Community at the 
end of 2015 will require an agreement on labor and migration standards to 
be observed by all member states equally. This is an urgent issue that needs 
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immediate attention. As mentioned above, it is in Japan’s interest to help 
facilitate discussions on migrant labor issues among ASEAN member states. 
At the moment, there seems to be a conflict of interests among and between 
ASEAN countries. Japan is strategically positioned to help bring about a 
solution that would be acceptable to all ASEAN member states and would 
lead to the successful establishment of an ASEAN Commission on Migrant 
Workers that, if and when it was established, would provide opportunities 
to bridge the development gap between ASEAN nations as well.

St r a t e g i c  D i r e c t i o n s  f o r  t h e  
A S E A N - J a pa n  Pa r t n e r s h i p

This chapter has focused on three of the six aspects of the ASCC iden-
tified in the ASCC Blueprint: social justice and rights, building the 
ASEAN identity, and narrowing the development gap. To strengthen 
the ASCC, the chapter recommends that the ASEAN-Japan partnership 
support and promote a people-centered and human-oriented develop-
ment paradigm through the promotion of people’s participation and 
sense of ownership.

To promote social justice and human rights, the ASEAN-Japan partner-
ship should engage with the community and civil society by working with 
community groups on projects to prevent the negative impacts of devel-
opment on vulnerable peoples, including women, children and youth, the 
elderly, people with disabilities, indigenous peoples, and migrant workers. 
An ASEAN code of conduct for CSR should be encouraged to prevent 
negative social impacts on vulnerable groups and undesirable exploitation 
of natural resources.

To build an ASEAN community and identity, the ASEAN-Japan part-
nership should promote ASEAN consciousness and a sense of community 
through the preservation and promotion of ASEAN cultural heritage in a 
way that recognizes the unique cultural diversity of the region. Furthermore, 
it should promote cultural creativity and industry by supporting local crafts-
manship, SMEs, and other innovative projects, both as income-generating 
activities and activities to strengthen a sense of ownership and identity. 
The support can be in the form of grants, loans to governments, as well as 
loans to the private sector.

To narrow the development gap, the ASEAN-Japan partnership should 
work with diverse groups of people to identify gaps in development, both 
within each country and between ASEAN countries. Concrete activities 
should include the following:
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•	 Support	for	social	safety	net	programs	needed	by	the	CLMV	countries
•	 Support	for	gender	empowerment	programs	for	all	ASEAN	countries
•	 Close	 cooperation	with	 the	ASEAN	Commission	on	Women	 and	

Children
•	 Support	 for	the	establishment	of	the	ASEAN	Committee	on	Migrant	

Workers 
In order to pursue these activities in the 2015–2030 period, it is essential 

that additional studies be carried out to further explore and identify appro-
priate programs and projects. The approach should be forward-looking and 
concrete action plans should be proposed for the first five years (2016–2020), 
to be reviewed and improved upon after implementation. The subsequent 
five-year plan should then be developed based on the output or outcome 
of the activities in the initial phase.
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Migrant Workers in a  
People-Centered ASEAN Community 

and ASEAN-Japan Cooperation

Vannarith Chheang

Migration is one of the key political, economic, and social phenom-
ena in Asia. Southeast Asia in particular serves as both an outbound and 
inbound source of migration, and the number of people crossing local and 
national borders is on the rise. This trend is mainly driven by demographic 
differences, development gaps, and regional integration. As ASEAN is mov-
ing toward becoming a people-based community in which people are the 
key benefactors of the regional community-building process, it needs to 
integrate and concretize different aspects of social and economic policies 
to realize the interests of the people of ASEAN. In that context, clearly “the 
integration of migration issues and labor and social protection issues is in-
tegral to progressing the social dimension of ASEAN.”1 Currently, however, 
ASEAN migrant workers are facing numerous difficulties and challenges 
concerning their rights and dignity.2 

Being aware of those challenges and difficulties, ASEAN and its dialogue 
partners have been promoting regional cooperation and institution build-
ing to develop a migration policy and an integrated transnational migra-
tion governance regime. For instance, the protection of migrant workers is 
stated as an objective in the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community (ASCC) 
Blueprint and the ASEAN Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of 
the Rights of Migrant Workers. Similarly, in the ASEAN Political-Security 
Community Blueprint, it mentions the need to address human trafficking 
through regional cooperation. And within the framework of ASEAN-Japan 
cooperation, there is an ASEAN-Japan Plan of Action (2011–2015) in which 
the protection of migrant workers is incorporated under the framework of 
social justice.

16
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This chapter attempts to examine the patterns and characteristics of mi-
gration in Southeast Asia and identify the gaps and responses to the issue. 
It then tries to provide policy recommendations concerning collective and 
cooperative solutions at both the national and regional levels, especially 
under the ASEAN-Japan cooperation framework. Given that the nature of 
and trends in migration are getting more complex and multidimensional, 
well-coordinated and coherent national and regional migration policies and 
governance structures are required that include the full participation of all 
relevant actors (state, market, and civil society). With regard to the existing 
ASEAN and ASEAN-Japan cooperation framework, more action-oriented 
policy guidelines are needed to effectively implement the ASCC Blueprint 
and the ASEAN-Japan Plan of Action 2011–2015 through a holistic approach 
and from a multi-stakeholder perspective. 

Pa t t e r n s  a n d  C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  M i g r a t i o n  i n 
S o u t h e a s t  A s i a 

Migration within and from Southeast Asia has been increasing over the years 
in scale, complexity, and dimensionality. It generates significant population 
redistribution with economic, social, cultural, and political implications. It is 
argued that “migrants have been central to enduring and significant changes 
in modern Asian history: to economic and environmental transformations; 
to the spread of new political ideas and religious practices; to the social and 
demographic change.”3 Indeed, migration is one of the most striking and 
massive transformations that have swept across Southeast Asia.4

The first wave of Asian migration started in the 1970s. It involved the 
migration of millions of short-term contract workers, both skilled and 
unskilled, from South China, the Philippines, Indonesia, and Thailand 
to the oil-producing countries in the Middle East. The second wave took 
place from the 1980s and involved migration from South Asia, Indonesia, 
the Philippines, Myanmar, and Vietnam to the growing economies of 
Southeast Asia, such as Singapore, Malaysia, and Thailand.5 The third 
wave of migration in Southeast Asia is associated with the construction 
of an ASEAN community-building process, in which the flow of skilled 
workers is promoted.

The number of international migrants in Asia Pacific in 2010 was esti-
mated to be 31.5 million.6 There is an increasing trend toward intraregional 
migration with dynamic and diverse forms. Structural and geographical 
elements are key factors causing this trend. Structural problems related to 
the economic and development differential between sending and receiving 
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countries, and especially the development gap and the uneven progress of 
the demographic transition across the countries in the region, creates a 
sharp division between labor-deficit and labor-surplus countries.7 The lack 
of job opportunities and the presence of higher incomes in neighboring 
countries have significantly contributed to the out-migration of hundreds of 
thousands of people. The major Southeast Asian labor-importing countries 
rely on guest worker programs to solve their labor-shortage problems. The 
mismatch between the origin country’s labor supply and its economic ca-
pacity to absorb them pushes the governments to export their labor forces 
in order to avoid social and economic difficulties at home. In addition, 
the need on the part of the receiving countries to provide labor-intensive 
services and production opens up opportunities for migrant workers from 
the region to fill in these sectors as well. There are different types and flows 
of migrant workers, but irregular migration surpasses regular migration.

State policy on migration and development planning, formal and informal 
institutions and mechanisms in facilitating international migration, social 
networks, and the immigration industry including labor brokers, contrac-
tors, and transporters, all contribute to increase the flow of migrant workers 
both legally and illegally. Legal recruitment is done through licensed recruit-
ment agencies while illegal recruitment generally utilizes intensive social 
networking and black market channel. Southeast Asia is home to sources, 
transit points, and destinations for international migration. There are both 
pull and push factors shaping migration flows, including economic disparity, 
poverty, demographic inequality, labor market fragmentation, political and 
security issues, national and regional policies, and institutions. Significant 
development gaps within countries and within the region motivates or 
even forces people from the least developed economies like Cambodia, 
Laos, Myanmar, and Vietnam (CLMV) to find employment opportunities 
in more developed countries such as Thailand, Singapore, and Malaysia. 
Singapore has the highest share of migrants, as one third of its workers are 
foreigners. The Singapore government encourages the entry of professionals 
and talents, but limits unskilled migrants and domestic helpers. Malaysia 
has 2 million migrants in a labor force of 10 million, with Indonesians domi-
nating among construction and plantation workers. Thailand is Southeast 
Asia’s third largest migrant destination, with perhaps 2 million Burmese, 
Cambodian, and Laotian workers.8

Intraregional migration is increasing, especially in the context of re-
gional integration, institutional harmonization (e.g., harmonization of visa 
policy), regional infrastructure connectivity, labor market information and 
commercialization. The common characteristics of international migra-
tion in Southeast Asia are the feminization of labor migration, increasing 
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undocumented or irregular migration, and labor exploitation. Subregional 
labor market hubs are being formed on both maritime and mainland 
Southeast Asia. Meanwhile, protection mechanisms for the migrant work-
ers—both legal and illegal—have been developed at both the national and 
regional levels. There is an increasing trend toward strengthening regional 
institutions such as ASEAN to manage intraregional migration, especially 
when it comes to issues concerning the promotion and protection of migrant 
workers and curbing human trafficking. In addition, there is an increasing 
role for civil society organizations (CSOs) in shaping the norms of regional 
cooperation on migration. 

Migration brings with it many issues and challenges. On the migration 
continuum, it also generates the issues of human trafficking, smuggling, 
forced labor migration, and other social and health issues. According to 
the International Organization for Migration (IOM), in East and Southeast 
Asia, irregular migration and human trafficking remain significant chal-
lenges, particularly trafficking for sexual exploitation and irregular labor 
migration movements. In addition, migration-related public health concerns 
such as tuberculosis, HIV/AIDS, and malaria need more collaborative ef-
forts and coordination.9

Human trafficking is another key issue in Southeast Asia. According to 
a report produced by the US State Department on trafficking in persons, 
Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, the Philippines, and Singapore are regarded 
as countries that do not fully comply with the minimum standards as set 
forth in the Trafficking Victims Protection Act, but are making “significant 
efforts” to do so (tier 2); Brunei, Malaysia, Thailand, and Vietnam are 
regarded as countries that do not fully comply, that have a very significant 
or increasing number of victims, and have failed to provide evidence of 
increasing efforts (tier 2 watch list); and Burma falls into the worst category 
(tier 3), in which the government does not fully comply and is not making 
significant efforts to do so.10

There are other national and regional efforts to cope with human traf-
ficking as well. State-driven development agendas, interstate relations, 
nonstate agents, and the border itself shape anti-trafficking programs and 
agendas. Counter-trafficking efforts have gained momentum in Southeast 
Asia in the last decade due to the increasing number of victims stemming 
from human trafficking and forced labor migration. Partnerships between 
and among state actors, CSOs, and international and regional organiza-
tions have played a significant role in managing international migration in 
Southeast Asia. Civil society organizations and networks11 have contributed 
in promoting dialogues, protecting the rights of migrant workers and the 
victims of human trafficking, and advocating for the enhancement of norms 
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of protection for the rights of migrant workers at the national, subregional, 
and the ASEAN levels. And, as a number of scholars have pointed out, it 
is critical that further efforts be made to engage nonstate actors, including 
trade unions, migrant advocacy groups, and other CSOs in discussions of 
ASEAN social standards and policy.12

A S E A N  C o o p e r a t i o n  F r a m e w o r k 

Management and Protection of Migrant Workers 

It is difficult to overcome economic and demographic inequality quickly, 
and governments are reluctant to limit their exposure to globalization. 
International migration trends thus reflect what Hugo refers to as “the increas-
ing pervasiveness of globalization, namely migrant social networks and the 
proliferation of an immigration industry, as well as rapid social, economic and 
political change.”13 The remaining policy option for managing migration is to 
adjust to protect and promote the rights and dignity of migrants. 

In order to realize a people-centered ASEAN, the ASCC Blueprint em-
phasizes protecting the fundamental human rights and dignity of migrant 
workers. It aims to “facilitate data-sharing on matters related to migrant 
workers, for the purpose of enhancing policies and programmes concern-
ing migrant workers in both sending and receiving states.” Moreover, it also 
requests the sending states to “set up policies and procedures to facilitate 
aspects of migration of workers, including recruitment, preparation for 
deployment overseas and protection of the migrant workers when abroad 
as well as repatriation and reintegration to the countries of origin.” The 
ASCC encourages the receiving states to “facilitate access to resources and 
remedies through information, training and education, access to justice, and 
social welfare services as appropriate and in accordance with the legislation 
and of the receiving state, provided that they fulfill the requirements under 
applicable laws, regulations, and policies of the said state, bilateral agree-
ments and multilateral treaties.” It also obliges sending states to “establish 
and promote legal practices to regulate recruitment of migrant workers and 
adopt mechanisms to eliminate recruitment malpractices through legal and 
valid contracts, regulation, and accreditation of recruitment agencies and 
employers, and blacklisting of negligent/unlawful agencies.” Finally, the 
ASCC aims to “promote capacity building by sharing of information, best 
practices as well as opportunities and challenges encountered by ASEAN 
Member Countries in relation to protection and promotion of migrant 
workers’ rights and welfare.”
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In 2004, ASEAN adopted the ASEAN Declaration Against Trafficking 
in Persons Particularly Women and Children (hereafter, the Declaration 
Against Trafficking in Persons). The declaration was designed to provide 
a path “to undertake concerted efforts to effectively address an emerging 
regional problem, namely the trafficking in persons, particularly women 
and children.” The declaration encouraged, among others, cooperation 
and information sharing, safeguarding the dignity and human rights of 
victims, as well taking actions against individuals and syndicates engaged 
in human trafficking. Furthermore, in 2007 the ASEAN leaders issued 
an ASEAN Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights 
of Migrant Workers (hereafter, the Declaration on Migrant Workers). It 
stipulates, “Both the receiving and sending states shall strengthen the 
political, economic and social pillars of the ASEAN Community by pro-
moting the full potential and dignity of migrant workers in a climate of 
freedom, equity, and stability in accordance with the laws, regulations, 
and policies of respective ASEAN Member Countries.” It also requests the 
member states to closely cooperate to resolve the cases of undocumented 
migrant workers and respect the rights and dignity of migrant workers 
and their families. At the same time, the ASEAN leaders also created the 
ASEAN Committee on the Implementation of the ASEAN Declaration on 
the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of Migrant Workers in order 
to ensure the effective implementation of the declaration and facilitate 
the development of an ASEAN instrument to promote and protect the 
rights of migrant workers.

The Declaration on Migrant Workers requests that member states com-
mit to 

(a) promote decent, humane, productive, dignified and remunerative em-
ployment for migrant workers; 

(b) establish and implement human resource development programmes and 
reintegration programmes for migrant workers in their countries of origin; 

(c) take concrete measures to prevent or curb the smuggling and trafficking 
in persons by, among others, introducing stiffer penalties for those who 
are involved in these activities; and

(d) facilitate data-sharing on matters related to migrant workers, for the 
purpose of enhancing policies and programmes concerning migrant 
workers in both sending and receiving states; 

(e) promote capacity building by sharing of information, best practices as 
well as opportunities and challenges encountered by ASEAN Member 
Countries in relation to protection and promotion of migrant workers’ 
rights and welfare; 
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(f) extend assistance to migrant workers of ASEAN Member Countries 
who are caught in conflict or crisis situations outside ASEAN in the event 
of need and based on the capacities and resources of the Embassies and 
Consular Offices of the relevant ASEAN Member Countries, based on 
bilateral consultations and arrangements; 

(g) encourage international organisations, ASEAN dialogue partners 
and other countries to respect the principles and extend support and 
assistance to the implementation of the measures contained in this 
Declaration; and 

(h) task the relevant ASEAN bodies to follow up on the Declaration and 
to develop an ASEAN instrument on the protection and promotion of 
the rights of migrant workers, consistent with ASEAN’s vision of a caring 
and sharing Community, and direct the Secretary-General of ASEAN to 
submit annually a report on the progress of the implementation of the 
Declaration to the Summit through the ASEAN Ministerial Meeting.

Since 2007, ASEAN has worked closely with the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) in managing migration issues in the region. In 2008, 
ASEAN issued a joint ASEAN-UN press statement to highlight a report 
on joint efforts to cope with the spread of HIV among mobile populations. 
Among the report’s recommendations were that policymakers should 
“develop gender-sensitive epidemiological data collection mechanisms; 
strengthen regional cooperation to ensure a continuum of services for 
migrants; create and fund coordinated, multi-sectoral, cross-border HIV 
efforts; allocate sufficient financial and human resources to address migrants’ 
needs; and reinforce policies and commitments on HIV/AIDS.”14 

At the Fifth ASEAN Forum on Migrant Labor in October 2012, some 
concrete actions to promote and protect the rights of migrant workers 
were developed. It emphasized the promotion of universal human rights 
and fundamental principles and rights at work; transparency, accountabil-
ity, and affordability; information sharing and public awareness; effective 
monitoring and complaint mechanisms; and the meaningful involvement of 
multiple stakeholders. Migration governance requires effective recruitment 
practices and regulations in line with international instruments. 

Addressing Human Trafficking 

As noted above, ASEAN has introduced and implemented a number 
of legal and policy instruments that address human trafficking, includ-
ing the ASEAN Declaration Against Trafficking in Persons (2004), the 
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ASEAN Practitioner Guidelines on Effective Criminal Justice Responses 
to Trafficking in Persons (2007), and the ASEAN Declaration on Migrant 
Workers (2007). As noted in a recent report, “All countries of East and South-
East Asia are also active participants in the Regional Ministerial Process on 
People Smuggling, Trafficking in Persons and Related Transnational Crime 
(called the Bali Process) initiated by the governments of Australia and 
Indonesia in 2002, which serve as co-chairs to the process. The Bali Process 
draws together 40 countries across the Asia-Pacific region to address the 
transnational crimes of people smuggling and trafficking through convening 
targeted participatory workshops that contribute to strengthening regional 
capacities to combat the crimes and fostering improved intra-regional and 
interdepartmental cooperation.”15

At the subregional level, the six Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS) 
countries—Cambodia, China, Laos, Myanmar, Thailand, and Vietnam—
signed a memorandum of understanding (MOU) in October 2004 that 
laid out a comprehensive framework for cooperation on trafficking, known 
as the COMMIT Process. The MOU contains operational objectives in 
the following key areas: (1) policy and cooperation; (2) legal frameworks, 
law enforcement, and justice; (3) protection, recovery, and reintegration; 
(4) preventive measures; and (5) mechanisms for implementation, moni-
toring, and evaluation of the MOU. Subsequently, the countries have been 
developing an associated subregional action plan to clarify the next steps 
to be taken at the national, bilateral, and subregional levels, including the 
holding of annual senior officials meetings, to advance the implementation 
of the MOU.16

A S E A N - J a pa n  C o o p e r a t i o n  F r a m e w o r k 

Extra-regional cooperation was one of the key elements inscribed in the 
ASEAN Plan of Action for Cooperation on Immigration Matters, which 
was adopted in 2000. The ASEAN member states were encouraged to

(a) seek technical assistance from ASEAN dialogue partners and relevant 
specialized agencies of the United Nations and other international orga-
nizations, particularly with regards to training; 

(b) enhance information exchange with ASEAN dialogue partners, regional 
organizations, relevant specialized agencies of the United Nations and 
other international organizations, particularly towards the sharing of 
critical information on the identities, movement and activities of criminal 
organizations involved in trafficking in persons; 
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(c) gain the support of the international community for ASEAN initia-
tive on immigration and relevant matters through the participation of 
ASEAN member states and the ASEAN Secretariat in relevant interna-
tional conferences; and

(d) establish working relationship with immigration officials from other 
more developed countries using advanced immigration systems to ensure 
ASEAN immigration authorities to promote awareness of latest develop-
ments on immigration matters.

In order to cope with the challenges of addressing international migration 
issues, ASEAN needs support, especially technical assistance, from its dia-
logue and development partners. Japan has assisted ASEAN in many ways, 
especially in narrowing the development gap and promoting economic 
integration and socio-cultural community building. The governments of 
Japan and ASEAN established the ASEAN-Japan Centre in 1981 in order to 
promote trade, investment, and tourism. Japan created the Japan-ASEAN 
Solidarity Fund in 1998, the Japan-ASEAN General Exchange Fund in 
2005, and the Japan-ASEAN Integration Fund in 2006, with the objective 
of supporting ASEAN community building and strengthening ASEAN-
Japan partnership and cooperation. It is therefore important that ASEAN 
and Japan continue to work together to build a sustainable and effective 
international migration regime in order to realize the ASEAN Community.

In November 2011, the heads of ASEAN states and governments and of 
the Japanese government agreed to implement the objectives laid out in the 
Joint Declaration for Enhancing ASEAN-Japan Strategic Partnership for 
Prospering Together through the ASEAN-Japan Plan of Action (2011–2015). 
Protective measures for migrant workers are included in the section on co-
operation on social justice, in which the leaders committed their respective 
nations to “cooperate on programs that will assist migrant workers and their 
families in achieving financial stability through training, investment promo-
tion, savings assistance and entrepreneurship development programs” and 
to “promote dialogues on the adoption of arrangements for the portability 
of social security benefits for migrant workers and for the harmonization 
of remittance charges.”

In addition, there are other functional cooperation frameworks that 
have been established by Japan and ASEAN to promote and protect the 
interests, rights, and dignity of labor forces including migrant workers. 
The ASEAN & Japan High Level Officials Meeting on Caring Societies 
has been held annually since 2003 to develop human resources and 
promote collaborative relationships between the ASEAN countries and 
Japan. There is also the ASEAN-Japan Collaboration Programme for 
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Strengthening the Basis of Human Resources Development in CLMV 
Countries-Phase II (2008–2011).

Through the ILO, Japan has implemented several projects to support 
migrant workers in Southeast Asia. For instance, from 2006 to 2010, Japan 
provided more than US$2 million to support the implementation of a 
program protecting migrant workers in Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, and 
Thailand by “developing a knowledge base on migration issues for policy 
makers and building up the capacity of governments to manage orderly 
labor migration. It also advocates sound national labor migration policies, 
assists with raising migrant workers’ awareness of their rights, facilitates their 
access to legal systems, promotes low-cost and efficient remittance systems, 
and supports skills training and enterprise development.”17

Japan has also been supportive in addressing human trafficking in the 
region. In Japan’s 2009 Action Plan to Combat Trafficking in Persons, it 
emphasized “close cooperation among all relevant government ministries 
and agencies concerned” as well as  enhanced cooperation with interna-
tional organizations and civil society groups to counter human trafficking.18 
Moreover, there are several bilateral cooperation initiatives between Japan, 
as a primary destination country, and other countries in Southeast Asia 
such as Indonesia, the Philippines, and Thailand to manage international 
migration and human trafficking. 

Within the context of the trend toward increasing migration in the region, 
Japan can play an important role in assisting ASEAN and its related and 
supported institutions to harmonize and coordinate regional policy on 
and approaches to migration. Technical and financial support from Japan 
is crucial to realizing these efforts. Action-oriented cooperation needs to 
be emphasized. As Japan is faced with an aging population, maintaining 
its economic dynamism in the long term will require that Japan attract 
more labor and talent from Southeast Asia. ASEAN-Japan cooperation on 
regional human-resource development and migration will be a win-win 
strategic option for both sides.

I s s u e s  a n d  C h a l l e n g e s

Over the last decade, there has been an increase in discussions and nego-
tiations on managing intraregional migration, and that has resulted in a 
number of regional agreements and policy guidelines. Nevertheless, many 
issues remain. Some of the key challenges that need to be addressed are 
the following:
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•	 the	 lack	of	standard,	reliable,	and	updated	statistics	on	the	state	of	
migrant workers and human trafficking in the region (the informa-
tion and data on migration remains limited and is not systematically 
gathered or shared) 

•	 the	high	cost	and	complexity	of	formal	or	regular	migration	force	some	
migrant workers, especially unskilled and low-skilled workers, to choose 
irregular migration

•	 the	existing	regional	institutions	focus	only	on	the	movement	of	skilled	
workers and professionals; this reflects the lack of protection mechanisms 
for the irregular and low skilled migrant workers

•	 women	and	children	remain	most	vulnerable	to	labor	exploitation	and	
human trafficking

•	 migrant	workers	face	with	labor	exploitation	and	human	rights	violation	
•	 regional	governments	and	agencies	do	not	have	coherent	migration	

policies, as each individual member state of ASEAN has its own national 
policy on migration (receiving states want to maintain their flexibility 
and freedom in applying domestic laws and policy guidelines in order to 
serve their national interests, while sending states want to have measures 
that are more protective for their people working overseas) 

•	 the	remittances	from	migration	have	not	been	used	effectively	or	produc-
tively; moreover, there is no systematic mechanism in place to oversee 
and analyze the application of remittances and their impact on poverty 
reduction throughout the region

•	 intra-regional	migration	has	not	constructively	transformed	into	a	region-
al community building process through common identity construction

•	 the	lack	of	resources	to	implement	the	ASEAN-Japan	cooperation	frame-
work and action plan on migration is a key challenge to developing an 
effective and transparent migration regime in the region

P o l i c y  R e c o m m e n d a t i o n s 

Migration needs to be addressed holistically. It is important to understand 
the patterns, characteristics, and complexities of migration so that the nega-
tive impacts of migration can be minimized and mitigated.19 The policies 
that are going to affect migration are those integral to national develop-
ment planning and regional community building, and are the result of 
negotiations between states, the private sector, and CSOs. It will require 
effective policies to respond to demographic and economic forces and the 
international division of labor. 
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There are two main aspects of migration policy harmonization. First, 
migration policies should be internally coherent based on objectives that 
are agreed upon at the national and international levels. Second, migra-
tion policies should be consistent with the broader social and economic 
development policies of the country and the region. Most importantly, it 
is necessary to strengthen international cooperation in order to maximize 
the positive impacts of migration and minimize the negative aspects. The 
region needs to find effective ways and means to gradually transform the 
irreversible trend of migration into a source of sustainable development 
and regional community building. Third, migration policy needs to include 
social policy, healthcare, and a rights-based approach to be part of the 
people-centered ASEAN framework.

ASEAN and Japan need to forge a common understanding and approach 
to cope with intraregional migration. The harmonization of national and 
regional policies on migration is an essential first step. They need to work 
together to strengthen the migration governance regime and transform 
migration into a source of growth and community building; enhance 
public-private-CSO partnerships; look for effective measures to transform 
migration into a source of growth in East Asia; and transform migration 
into one of the key elements in building an East Asian community based 
on economic and cultural connectivity. 

Japan can assist ASEAN in establishing and supporting regional programs 
as well as bilateral programs to promote and protect the rights and welfare of 
migrant workers; creating an independent body to promote migrant worker 
rights; supporting CSOs working on migrant worker rights; and supporting 
the establishment of the ASEAN Commission on the Implementation of 
the ASEAN Declaration on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights of 
Migrant Workers (ACMW).

To effectively implement the Plan of Action (2011–2015), Japan and 
ASEAN need to double their efforts in establishing up-to-date, reliable, 
and systematic data sets and information on migration. They should then 
conduct mapping exercises to identify the target groups and entry points for 
policy intervention. The current action plan is vague and does not provide 
concrete programs to be implemented. Looking forward, it is therefore 
necessary to develop a policy matrix for the implementation of more 
specific measures. Table 1 outlines recommendations for a policy matrix, 
highlighting different and interconnected policies, programs, implementing 
agencies, and target groups.

For their plan of action beyond 2015, ASEAN and Japan should expand 
their migration cooperation to include other aspects of the issue, such 
as the migration-development nexus and the migration–community 
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building nexus. Migration should become a key element or sector of 
cooperation, rather than just being one issue under the broader social 
justice section, as was the case in the Plan of Action (2011–2015). The 
migration-development nexus, for example, can include different aspects 
of labor distribution and productivity, productive use of remittances and 
poverty reduction, women’s empowerment, and knowledge circulation. 
Similarly, the migration–community building nexus can incorporate 
cultural exchanges, mutual understanding, and friendship between the 
migrant workers and the local community. Such programs to support 
interaction between migrant workers and the local community in which 
they are working can be extremely important.

Migration will continue to be one of the key issues for ASEAN 
Community building and for ASEAN’s external relations in the foresee-
able future. It presents both opportunities and challenges for regional 
integration. ASEAN-Japan cooperation must shift from the current 
broad policy guidelines to more concrete action plans such as those 
proposed in this chapter in order to provide the effective management 
needed to establish a healthy migration regime and ensure that migra-
tion will be a source of economic growth and community building in 
the decades ahead. 
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Disaster Management and 
Humanitarian Action in  

Southeast Asia: Opportunities  
for an ASEAN-Japan  

Coordinated Approach

Moe Thuzar

Japan is one of the oldest dialogue partners of ASEAN. Initial dialogue 
started between the foreign ministers of Japan and the countries of ASEAN 
in 1973, and this was later formalized in 1977. In fact, 2013 marks 40 years 
of dialogue between ASEAN and Japan, dating from the first informal 
meeting in 1973. 

ASEAN-Japan cooperation takes on a new significance when reviewed 
in its historical entirety. A number of developments have served to enhance 
ties between ASEAN and Japan. First, several of Japan’s milestone doctrines 
set the direction for cooperation in—and with—the region, which had 
an impact on ASEAN’s own efforts at region building. Second, Japan has 
participated in regional mechanisms such as the ASEAN Regional Forum 
(ARF), ASEAN+3, and the more recent East Asia Summit (EAS). Third, 
the establishment of the ASEAN-Japan Centre in 1981 was a pioneering 
moment. And finally, Japan has appointed an ambassador to ASEAN who 
is resident in Jakarta.1 

ASEAN procedures and the “ASEAN way” dominate at ASEAN forums. 
For example, the ARF provides a venue for security discussions, ASEAN+3 
discusses community building in economic and functional areas, and the 
EAS adds a broader strategic dimension to the process. But these differ-
ent forums also contribute to new approaches for addressing issues and 
challenges that confront countries in East Asia. They have provided the 

17
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framework for strategic partnerships to emerge from ASEAN’s existing 
bilateral relations with its dialogue partners. 

ASEAN-Japan cooperation provides a good example of these new 
approaches. Japan’s role in ASEAN regional processes—based on the 
“heart-to-heart” principles of the 1977 Fukuda Doctrine—has been that of 
a bridge, initially between the original six non-communist ASEAN states 
and the communist and socialist Southeast Asian states that joined ASEAN 
in the 1990s. This later evolved into a more constructive role of supporting 
ASEAN’s growth and progress when the grouping’s membership expanded. 
Japan has also been the most active country in carrying out activities un-
der the ASEAN+3 framework, assisting ASEAN countries in addressing 
emerging issues for human security and development. In addition, Japan 
is ASEAN’s second largest trading partner and the second largest source 
of foreign direct investment (FDI).2 

Although ASEAN-Japan cooperation started from rather humble begin-
nings, with the establishment of a forum on synthetic rubber in 1973, the 
breadth of ASEAN-Japan cooperation has spread extensively since then, 
covering sectors ranging from maritime security to trade and cultural ex-
change and, more recently, addressing and promoting cooperation in disas-
ter management.3 This last area was accorded a separate strategy area in the 
2011 Joint Declaration for Enhancing ASEAN-Japan Strategic Partnership 
for Prospering Together (Bali Declaration) issued in Bali, Indonesia, on the 
occasion of the 14th ASEAN-Japan Summit. 

Several initiatives have been set in motion under the various ASEAN-
Japan collaborative frameworks to implement the 2011 Bali Declaration. 
One of these initiatives is the ASEAN-Japan Strategic Partnership and 
Regional Community Building Project, the comprehensive research project 
that forms the basis for this volume. This project assesses ASEAN-Japan 
cooperation with the aim of suggesting pathways for enhancing the existing 
partnership in a pragmatic and positive manner with the participation of the 
policy, business, and academic communities, as well as the general public in 
Japan and in the ASEAN member countries. The project, the brainchild of 
the late Tadashi Yamamoto (founder and president of the Japan Center for 
International Exchange), also contributes to further enriching cross-sectoral 
dialogue among the different community pillars of ASEAN. 

This chapter assesses the potential for more in-depth collaboration 
between ASEAN and Japan in responding to disaster relief needs and the 
role of multilateral diplomacy afforded to strategic partnerships under 
regional arrangements, such as ASEAN, in addressing such concerns. 
ASEAN-Japan dialogue on disaster management cooperation merits 
further examination, as it was only in the wake of the March 2011 Great 
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East Japan Earthquake that Japan turned its interest to furthering col-
laboration with ASEAN in the area of disaster relief and humanitarian 
assistance. Developing better mitigation and preparedness measures 
against the impact of mega-disasters that require massive humanitarian 
operations is also a priority for ASEAN, highlighted by its experience 
following the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami and the 2008 Cyclone Nargis 
humanitarian crises. 

S e t t i n g  t h e  C o n t e x t

Southeast Asia has historically been at the core of frequent natural disasters 
that beset the countries in the region. In recent years, these disasters have 
increased in frequency and intensity, causing immeasurable damage to life 
and property. At times, the natural disasters are exacerbated by human 
interference or inaction. The manmade element of natural disasters cannot 
be discounted. Some experts have even stated that the damage caused by 
these disasters is comparable to that caused by war, as disasters—whether 
natural or manmade—can have a serious impact on economic and social 
development in the affected countries. The magnitude of the disasters and 
the immediacy of the needs of disaster victims have shortened the reaction 
time afforded to governments in handling crises. 

In the age of instantaneous information, images of suffering and de-
struction caused by disasters are disseminated rapidly through various 
information platforms. An increasingly aware and vocal civil society creates 
commentaries on social media and other online discussion spaces. Indeed, 
commentaries and analyses of the concerned government’s response, or 
lack thereof, and the issues and challenges faced in responding to disasters, 
mushroom in the wake of these disasters, acting as a prod to many govern-
ments to respond efficiently and effectively. 

The intensity and the frequency of such disasters have prompted ASEAN 
to develop and strengthen regional response mechanisms, as well as to seek 
collaborative partnerships with countries in the wider Asia Pacific region 
and with other regional and international organizations. This is premised 
on the recognition that the scale of the disasters that have occurred in 
recent years requires a coordinated multisectoral, multi-agency response 
that national governments alone cannot handle. To meet the challenge, 
the international community needs to come to the affected country’s aid 
through various mechanisms and arrangements available under the United 
Nations framework and those under other intergovernmental and nongov-
ernmental organizations. 
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W h a t ’s  t h e  P r o b l e m?

The International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences defines natural di-
sasters as “destructive consequences of extreme natural hazards.” Natural 
hazards are defined as “an extreme natural phenomenon that threatens 
human lives, activities or property or the environment of life.”4 Floods, 
earthquakes, and cyclones are the most destructive. For the purpose of 
this chapter, the term “cyclone” is used to refer to the extreme weather 
events that occur in the South Pacific and Indian Oceans, although coun-
tries in or around the Northwest Pacific Ocean (such as the Philippines 
and Japan) usually use the term “typhoon” in referring to these violent 
tropical storms. 

Citizens of Southeast Asia—especially those in the disaster-prone 
(coastal) areas—can certainly attest to the destruction caused by extreme 
weather. In assessing disaster management in Southeast Asia, Udai Bhanu 
Singh estimated a toll of 140,000 lives on average each year lost to natural 
disasters. More than 280,000 lives were lost in the 2004 tsunami, while 
more than 5,000 lives were lost during the earthquake in Indonesia in May 
2006.5 Those dead or missing after Cyclone Nargis in May 2008 numbered 
some 138,000, while more than 2 million lives were affected. The official 
death toll for Thailand’s overwhelming floods in 2011 stood at over 800, 
with more than 13 million people affected. At the time of writing, the death 
toll of Cyclone Bopha that struck the Philippines in early December 2012 
(the strongest ever cyclone to hit the Philippines) had exceeded 1,000 
and, some fear, could reach 2,000. 

The Indian Ocean tsunami of 2004 that ravaged coastal areas in Thailand 
and Indonesia, Cyclone Nargis in 2008 that devastated Myanmar’s lower 
Ayeyarwady Delta, the more recent floods in Bangkok, and most recently 
Cyclone Bopha in the Philippines have demonstrated the importance of 
constant preparedness and prompt action at both the national and regional 
levels. Although individual governments shoulder the responsibility of 
coordinating disaster relief and management efforts in their countries, the 
2004 tsunami and 2008 cyclone have highlighted that working alone is not 
an option. 

The humanitarian fallout of natural disasters—climate driven, manmade, 
or otherwise—highlights the importance of treating disaster risk reduction 
and risk management as a first line of defense. The more frequent, more 
intense, less predictable, and longer-lasting nature of natural disasters in 
recent years magnifies the risk of these disasters, particularly in areas that 
are already vulnerable. 
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A S E A N  C o o p e r a t i o n  o n  D i s a s t e r  M a n a g e m e n t 
a n d  R e s p o n s e

ASEAN’s first regional commitment to disaster response was in 1976, with 
the adoption of the ASEAN Declaration of Mutual Assistance on Natural 
Disasters. An expert group that was elevated in 2003 to a committee of 
senior-level officials has been meeting annually to discuss collaborative 
activities and share information. However it was only in 2004, three weeks 
prior to the Indian Ocean tsunami, that the ASEAN ministers responsible 
for disaster management agreed to proceed with the formulation of a re-
gional agreement on disaster management and emergency response. The 
rest is history, as the saying goes. 

ASEAN today has several mechanisms for monitoring and responding 
to natural and manmade disasters in the region. At the ASEAN level, the 
ASEAN Ministerial Meeting on Disaster Management monitors the imple-
mentation of the ASEAN Regional Programme on Disaster Management 
(ARPDM). The ARPDM provides a programmatic approach for ASEAN 
members to coordinate information, preparedness, awareness, and action 
for disaster response. The ASEAN Committee on Disaster Management co-
ordinates work among the ASEAN members in implementing the ARPDM 
and also liaises with ASEAN’s dialogue partners and other international 
partners. Involving the wider Asia Pacific and beyond, ARF ministers also 
monitor search-and-rescue activities in the wake of disasters under the ARF 
inter-sessional exercises. 

ASEAN has demonstrated a collective impact in responding to disasters 
in recent years. The good offices of the ASEAN secretary-general have been 
recognized and, to a certain extent, facilitated by the ASEAN Charter’s 
provision for an expanded role for the secretary-general. The ASEAN 
secretary-general has been given the additional responsibility of serving 
as ASEAN humanitarian assistance coordinator, building on the success of 
former ASEAN Secretary-General Dr. Surin Pitsuwan’s role in facilitating 
regional and international cooperation on humanitarian assistance in the 
wake of the cyclone disaster in Myanmar in 2008. 

However, ASEAN still emphasizes the need for consultation and consensus 
before regional assistance can be provided to countries in need of assistance. 
The ASEAN Agreement on Disaster Management and Emergency Response 
(AADMER) has a clause that highlights that assistance may only be provided 
to an ASEAN member “upon request.” This provision ensures that assistance 
is not given where—or in a manner in which—it is not welcome.

While the different ASEAN mechanisms provide for regional coor-
dination and policy coherence, it would also be worthwhile to consider 
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supporting national or subregional mechanisms that can impact or influence 
regional interventions. The tripartite coordination mechanism that success-
fully brought together different interest groups during the humanitarian 
crisis in Myanmar and the subregional institutional framework for ad-
dressing transboundary haze pollution in ASEAN stand as good examples. 

The different levels of development, readiness, and capacity to implement 
regional agreements in member countries tend to hamper national com-
mitments to follow up on the agreements. How ASEAN rallies for better 
preparedness in responding to disasters and disaster-related crises will be 
the ultimate test of regionalism, as the often diverse interests of nations 
strive to find some common ground to safeguard the region’s economic 
and social wellbeing. 

ASEAN’s key instrument for regional cooperation in responding to natu-
ral disasters is the AADMER, adopted in 2005. The agreement provides a 
framework for the development of operational procedures to respond col-
lectively and expeditiously to disasters. These include provisions for setting 
up an ASEAN disaster relief fund, mobilizing relief assistance, expediting 
customs and immigration clearance, utilizing military and civilian person-
nel in disaster relief, and establishing a center to coordinate the regional 
disaster response. The agreement also provides for simulation exercises to 
test emergency responses on a regular basis. The agreement’s implementa-
tion was first put to the test in the wake of Cyclone Nargis, which wreaked 
death and devastation in Myanmar. Interestingly, Myanmar ratified the 
agreement on November 17, 2006, making it one of the earlier countries 
to ratify the agreement after its adoption in July 2005. At the time when 
Cyclone Nargis devastated Myanmar’s lower delta area in May 2008, only 
six countries had ratified the agreement. The AADMER came into effect 
only in December 2009.6 

The unique circumstances surrounding the response in Myanmar 
provided a window for ASEAN to assume the “honest broker” role in co-
ordinating humanitarian assistance for natural disasters and emergencies, 
coming to the aid of ASEAN member states. One positive result is the re-
cent establishment of the ASEAN Coordinating Centre for Humanitarian 
Assistance on disaster management (AHA Centre), which works with 
relevant agencies in ASEAN member states, the United Nations, and other 
international organizations.7 

ASEAN first discussed Myanmar’s humanitarian situation in the wake of 
Cyclone Nargis not in the context of disaster management but at the ARF 
Senior Officials Meeting (SOM) held in Singapore on May 9, 2008.8 This 
was followed by the Special Meeting of the ASEAN Foreign Ministers, 
also in Singapore, on May 19, 2008. It is noteworthy that the United States, 
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a member of the ARF, had stated its readiness to “help Myanmar” at the 
ARF SOM,9 even though the offer was not taken up then. 

Disaster relief, including search and rescue, is also a topic on the ARF’s 
cooperation agenda. The ARF started its inter-sessional meetings on search 
and rescue coordination and cooperation in 1996, following the agreement 
by ARF ministers at their second meeting in August 1995. Since then, ARF 
inter-sessional meetings on disaster relief have continued annually (with a 
hiatus between 2000 and 2005). After several preliminary discussions and 
consultations, the ARF Disaster Relief Exercise (DiREx) was launched in 
2011. The ARF has also convened expert group meetings, training seminars, 
and workshops on disaster relief, humanitarian assistance response, joint 
civil-military operations, stabilization and reconstruction issues, as well as 
laws and regulations on disaster relief cooperation.10 

A  R o l e  f o r  A S E A N - J a pa n  Pa r t n e r s h i p?

A special ASEAN-Japan Ministerial Meeting was held on April 9, 2011, in 
Jakarta, Indonesia, which discussed strengthening ASEAN-Japan coopera-
tion on disaster management. This was just a month after the disastrous 
earthquake and tsunami that severely affected northeastern Japan and also 
caused the nuclear power plant accident in Fukushima Prefecture. 

Then Japanese Foreign Minister Takeaki Matsumoto proposed to ASEAN 
foreign ministers that “further strengthening of cooperation in the area of 
disaster management between Japan and ASEAN in light of the current 
major earthquake, [would be a part of] Japan’s foreign policy for ASEAN 
going forward.”11 To this end, several initiatives to strengthen cooperation 
in this area were proposed by Japan, including convening of seminars, dis-
patch of personnel from the AHA Centre, training and capacity building 
for rescue teams, and provision of support by Japan to improve the AHA 
Centre’s communication facilities and stockpile systems. 

In addition to individual expressions and offers of support, ASEAN 
countries also collectively expressed support to Japan over the Fukushima 
incident in the context of regional cooperation on nuclear safety.12 In a way, 
the Fukushima tragedy also prompted ASEAN countries to highlight the 
importance of strengthening “existing disaster management cooperation 
under the various regional mechanisms, including ASEAN+3, EAS, ARF, 
and ADMM Plus [ASEAN Defence Ministers Meeting+8], as well as pe-
riodic holding of Disaster Relief Exercises.”13 

Additionally, ASEAN mounted an ASEAN Youth Caravan goodwill visit 
to Japan in June 2011 in support of relief and rehabilitation efforts for the 
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survivors of the Fukushima disaster and to “further strengthen the human 
bond with Japan.”14 This is an area worth further exploring, as it also reso-
nates with a long-standing strategy of ASEAN-Japan partnerships to deepen 
people-to-people contacts. The Youth-Exchange Project with Asia-Oceania 
and North America (Kizuna Project) initiated by Japan and launched in June 
2012 has already taken steps to encourage youth volunteerism in disaster-
affected areas.15 Such initiatives should be continued. 

Since the pronouncement of high-level statements calling for closer 
cooperation in disaster management and risk reduction, ASEAN and 
Japan have held several collaborative activities. The Japan-ASEAN Disaster 
Management Seminar was held in December 2011 in conjunction with a 
wider conference hosted by Japan on strengthening disaster management, 
which involved participants from the international community. The Japan 
International Cooperation Agency ( JICA) supported and organized both 
events, serving as co-organizer with the AHA Centre for the seminar spe-
cifically on ASEAN-Japan cooperation.16 Under the ASEAN University 
Network’s (AUN) partnership with Japan through the Southeast Asia 
Engineering Education Network (SEED-Net), JICA also supported an 
ASEAN-Japan seminar and workshop on satellite data applications on 
floods in July 2012.17 Earlier, in May 2012, Japan and the United States part-
nered with the AHA Centre in organizing an AHA Centre ICT [information 
and communications technology] Workshop.18 

ASEAN and Japan continue to cooperate and take initiatives to strengthen 
cooperation on disaster management, which is now a key priority on the 
ASEAN-Japan dialogue agenda. ASEAN and Japan are exploring effective 
use of science and technology in disaster preparedness, such as using satel-
lite systems to identify and share information on potential disaster threats. 
Japan jointly developed the regional network for disaster preparedness 
and disaster relief with the AHA Centre. This regional network is named 
the Disaster Management Network for the ASEAN Region, with the AHA 
Centre as the hub. 

Japan has also contributed significantly to the AHA Centre’s operational-
ization. The center’s information and technology systems—and those of the 
national disaster management offices of Cambodia, Laos, and Myanmar—
were provided by Japan to ensure smooth and consistent communication 
among the respective national disaster management offices of the ASEAN 
members. Japan also contributed more than US$11 million to the ASEAN re-
gional emergency stockpile and logistics system located in Subang, Malaysia, 
where the United Nations Humanitarian Response Depot (UNHRD) is 
also located.19 And the funds for the Disaster Emergency Logistic System 
come from the Japan-ASEAN Integration Fund. The system is aimed at 
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providing “rapid delivery of relief items in times of disaster emergencies” 
and was first operationalized to deploy relief items to areas in the Philippines 
affected by Cyclone Bopha.20 

There is, thus, a role for closer ASEAN-Japan partnership in the area of 
disaster management and humanitarian response. While the initial col-
laborative activities carried out under the ASEAN-Japan dialogue rubric 
show ASEAN in more of a receiving role, ASEAN brings to this partnership 
the considerable experience it has gained in recent years in coordinating 
multi-agency responses across countries. 

Many of the coordination mechanisms and facilitative measures imple-
mented by the AHA Centre, and provided for under the AADMER frame-
work, owe their existence to the lessons learned from the tragedies of the 
2004 Indian Ocean tsunami and the 2008 Cyclone Nargis. While it can be 
said that an ASEAN-coordinated response did not play a prominent role in 
the aftermath of the 2004 tsunami disaster that affected ASEAN members 
Indonesia and Thailand, the ASEAN role—and the value of regionally co-
ordinated response efforts—came to the fore in the humanitarian disaster 
following Cyclone Nargis in Myanmar. The AADMER’s preparation was 
accelerated in the wake of the 2004 tsunami. However, its ratification did 
not receive any impetus until the 2008 Nargis tragedy. The importance of 
having a dedicated regional center monitoring and supporting the humani-
tarian needs of disasters was also highlighted by these two major disasters in 
ASEAN, leading to the much-needed support for the speedy establishment 
of the AHA Centre. 

Today the impact of Cyclone Nargis is remembered more for the confu-
sion over Myanmar’s stance on accepting aid and ASEAN’s role in brokering 
the coordination of humanitarian assistance. Less remembered is the role 
of the Tripartite Core Group (TCG) through which the government of 
Myanmar, the UN, and ASEAN coordinated relief and recovery assistance. 
The TCG’s consultative mechanism has been used as a model for Japan’s 
provision of capacity support to ASEAN’s newer members, such as Laos, 
to facilitate their integration into the ASEAN processes of community 
building and connectivity. The pilot program currently underway in Laos 
is expected to expand to the other CLMV [Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, and 
Vietnam] countries. Japan’s assistance to Laos is part of Japan’s overall con-
tribution to the Initiative for ASEAN Integration, which ASEAN launched 
in 2000 to help the newer members of ASEAN fully participate in regional 
integration processes. 

The main gain from the experience of these two major disasters in the 
region has been that ASEAN efforts to address problems that require spe-
cial engagement with its members, such as human rights and emergency 
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response to disasters, have been brought sharply into focus. With the entry 
into force of the ASEAN Charter in December 2009, the administrative 
role of ASEAN as a coordinator and facilitator has been better defined. The 
Nargis experience has also served as a benchmark of sorts for circumventing 
the institutional hurdles of the non-interference principle and the require-
ment for political consensus. During the Nargis response, the media—both 
local and international—failed to share more human interest stories to give 
people a sense of the tremendous constraints that private citizens and civil 
servants faced and surmounted to help villages recover their livelihoods 
and build a sustainable future after the cyclone. One useful lesson from 
this experience is that more stories on the human element in responding 
to humanitarian needs should be highlighted. The ASEAN Youth Caravan 
of Goodwill to Japan in 2011 and the Kizuna Project are good examples of 
how this can be put into practice. 

Th e  F u t u r e  o f  A S E A N - J a pa n  Pa r t n e r s h i p  i n 
D i s a s t e r  R e s p o n s e

Conceptual paradigms for disaster management also take into consider-
ation the importance of disaster preparedness. This is premised on the 
recognition that disaster management strategies cannot take a reactive, 
“firefighting” approach post-disaster but should in fact focus more on 
disaster risk reduction by strengthening preparedness (including aware-
ness) and prevention measures. 

High-level commitment exists for strategic partnerships between ASEAN 
and Japan in strengthening disaster resilience. The 2011 Bali Declaration 
highlights five strategies to “further enhance peace, stability and prosperity 
in the region.”21 Creating a disaster-resilient society is listed as the fourth 
strategy, after the priorities dealing with political-security cooperation, 
Japan’s support for ASEAN Community building, and enhancing ASEAN-
Japan connectivity. The fifth strategy is to address common regional and 
global challenges together. 

The declaration lists broad commitments to implement the priority for 
strengthening disaster resilience, including Japan’s support for the AHA 
Centre and a disaster management resource network for the ASEAN region. 
The declaration also recognizes the significant—albeit intangible—contri-
butions of people-to-people interactions or connectivity in humanitarian 
responses to disasters. In addition, the declaration calls for joint action in 
addressing global challenges such as climate change, the impact of which 
can be found in increasingly frequent natural disasters such as flash floods, 
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cyclones and tsunamis, longer and more frequent droughts, less distinct sea-
sons, disrupted agriculture patterns, and increasing pressure on already over-
crowded cities as mounting numbers of migrants flee these phenomena.22

The ASEAN-Japan Plan of Action 2011–2015 further lists specific activi-
ties to give effect to the broad priorities of the declaration. The section on 
“Creating a Disaster Resilient Society” lists 11 priority activities to carry out 
the vision of the declaration and the commitments made at the April 2011 
Special ASEAN-Japan Ministerial Meeting. The priority activities include 
the usual range of information sharing, capacity building, joint monitoring 
and response, and preparedness exercises. However, Activity 3.11.7, which 
calls for “an integrated approach to disaster management cooperation in-
cluding conducting studies and exploring the risk areas, promoting public 
awareness and education on environmental protection and conservation, 
and strengthening community participation,” resonates most with the 
need to create a disaster-resilient society that places people at the core of 
the process.23 

Involving people, especially at the community level, is important in 
strengthening disaster resilience in ASEAN countries and in Japan. This 
is where Japan’s expertise and rich experience can be shared meaningfully 
with ASEAN countries. This is also where people-centered disaster response 
mechanisms can be developed together with ASEAN countries. As ASEAN 
moves closer toward the integration date of December 31, 2015, for a single 
ASEAN Community, the focus of regional integration is also being directed 
more toward the people who are the builders and beneficiaries of regional 
integration. Brunei, the ASEAN chair for 2013, has reflected this increas-
ing focus in ASEAN’s theme for 2013: “Our People, Our Future Together.” 
Myanmar, which will take up ASEAN chair responsibilities in 2014, is seri-
ously considering a theme for ASEAN that continues the focus on people 
and their shared future. Malaysia, which will chair ASEAN in 2015, aims 
to take the people-oriented theme a step further toward making ASEAN 
truly people centered. It is thus fitting for ASEAN-Japan partnerships that 
aim to create a more disaster-resilient society in East and Southeast Asia 
to focus on people in strengthening the existing disaster management and 
response strategies. 

The Asia-Pacific Disaster Report 2012 prepared by the United Nations 
Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific and the United 
Nations International Strategy for Disaster Risk Reduction highlights 
people’s exposure and vulnerability to disaster, experienced individually 
and collectively, as continuing twin challenges for the region. The report 
also emphasizes the importance of constant re-evaluation of disasters and 
their risks, which are rightly described as dynamic. The first step toward 
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achieving this is through systematic recording and analysis of disaster 
impacts and losses by strong national disaster inventory systems. This 
systematic inventory will provide governments with the information they 
need on the investments necessary to reduce their citizens’ vulnerability to 
disasters. It will also inform and assist the regular disaster response exercises 
and monitoring that take place in the region. 

Japan’s support and assistance for disaster risk reduction (DRR) in 
ASEAN countries can take the form of sharing its experience in formulat-
ing disaster preparedness procedures and promoting disaster management 
awareness. Lessons from the ASEAN and international community’s re-
sponse, including Japan’s, to the humanitarian needs in Aceh after the 2004 
Indian Ocean tsunami and in Myanmar after Cyclone Nargis in 2008 also 
highlight the value of encouraging volunteerism and building capacities 
long before disasters strike. Many disaster relief agencies operating in East 
and Southeast Asia need to strengthen their capacity to accurately assess 
the humanitarian assistance needs and deliver appropriate relief assistance 
effectively. It is also important for relief agencies to be aware of cultural and 
religious factors that may inhibit the provision of aid.24 

Drawing from the respective learned experiences shaped by their diverse 
historical, cultural, and political contexts, it is timely for ASEAN and Japan 
to bolster the emerging importance of perspectives from the Global South 
in modern humanitarian action. 

To this end, the following measures are suggested for future ASEAN-
Japan partnership in addressing disaster resilience. The measures build on 
the immediate-term priorities of the ASEAN-Japan Plan of Action 2011–2015 
and look forward to the medium-term (2015–2020). 

The rationale for the suggested measures is based on the premise that 
disaster management, especially disaster risk reduction and awareness, 
is an area where Japan’s partnership with ASEAN can be brought to bear 
with good effect. Japan has comprehensive bilateral programs with each 
of the ASEAN countries, in addition to the activities carried out under 
cooperation with ASEAN. It should be taken into account that almost 
all of the ASEAN countries have extensive, heavily populated coastlines, 
large agricultural sectors, and sections of the population living below the 
poverty line.25 

1. Support Relevant Priorities of the Initiative for ASEAN Integration 

•	 Continue	supporting	rural	infrastructure	development,	particularly	in	
the CLMV countries, focusing on disaster-resilient structures in rural 
coastal communities exposed to natural disasters and hazards.
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2. Increase Capacities for Evaluating Disaster Risks and 
 Vulnerabilities

•	 Support	or	undertake	national	and	regional	studies	that	assess	national	
disaster inventory system capacities and needs. Further assist those that 
need to be developed and strengthened. 

•	 Strengthen	disaster	awareness	education	in	the	communities	most	ex-
posed and vulnerable to natural hazards.

•	 Promote	greater	public	dialogue	and	discussion	on	disaster	preparedness,	
including government-NGO consultations.

•	 Develop	and	conduct	 sector-specific	 capacity-building	programs	 for	
government officials and civil society organizations to effectively manage 
disaster relief and emergency responses.

•	 Strengthen	institutions	and	human	capacities,	including	local	civil	society	
organizations, to respond to disasters and emergencies.

3. Continue Enhancing People-to-People Linkages in Post-Disaster 
Relief and Reconstruction Efforts

•	 Encourage	volunteerism,	especially	among	the	youth,	to	assist	in	reha-
bilitation and recovery efforts in the disaster-affected areas. Consider 
restarting the Kizuna Project. 

4. Support or Complement National Commitments to Common 
 Objectives under the MDGs and Rio+20 goals 

•	 Through	existing	bilateral,	subregional,	and	regional	frameworks,	identify	
priorities where capacity building or other technical and financial support 
can complement and assist ASEAN members’ national commitments to 
common global undertakings for sustainable development.

•	 Support	greater	disaster	resilience	by	assisting	the	development	of	in-
tegrated approaches in environmental, economic, and social policies in 
ASEAN members that are most vulnerable or exposed to disasters.

There is much potential for ASEAN-Japan collaboration in disaster 
response and management. ASEAN and Japan have both weathered crises 
arising from natural and manmade disasters, and the Plan of Action places 
the right emphasis on building disaster-resilient societies. Disasters of large 
magnitude usually attract attention from the international community and 
evoke support for emergency assistance from governments and commu-
nities around the world. However, ASEAN member countries and Japan 
have learned from their respective experiences in disaster management that 
whether it is a recurring natural hazard or an unforeseen complication of 
responses to multiple disaster events, disaster management and response 
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must be integral parts of national agendas, and that resilience needs to be 
built at every level of society. ASEAN and Japan have already taken posi-
tive steps toward strengthening partnerships in this area. Implementation 
of the ASEAN-Japan Plan of Action’s commitments for disaster-resilient 
societies will build stronger local capacities for disaster management and 
response in ASEAN countries. The example of Myanmar has shown that 
regional and bilateral cooperation can help leverage humanitarian and 
development assistance for successful and sustained recovery. Ultimately, 
ASEAN-Japan collaboration on disaster management and humanitarian 
action should build this region’s strength as a contributing force to reduc-
ing the social and economic impact of humanitarian emergencies wherever 
and whenever they occur. 
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ASEAN-Japan Cooperation 
for Achieving the Millennium 

Development Goals: Synergizing 
Regional Efforts for  

Human-Centered Development

Risako Ishii

In 2000, the 10 members of ASEAN signed the Millennium Declaration 
to eradicate extreme poverty in the world by 2015 through the achievement 
of the so-called Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). These are nu-
merical indicators consisting of 8 goals with 21 targets, the focus of which is 
on human-centered development rather than economic-oriented develop-
ment (see appendix). The MDGs have been mainstreamed in the process 
of building the ASEAN Socio-cultural Community (ASCC), which has the 
same deadline of 2015. As we approach the target year of 2015, however, some 
of the MDG targets have not been met in the ASEAN member countries, 
and significant gaps in achievement are evident across these countries. In 
addition, the MDGs are likely to be affected by regional megatrends, such 
as development and inequality, urbanization, climate change, demographic 
change, and natural resource scarcities beyond the year 2015.

In light of this situation, the purpose of this chapter is to review what 
has been done through ASEAN-Japan cooperation to achieve the MDGs 
in the region and to consider what should be done in the coming years 
and in the post-MDGs era. In the following sections, the regional co-
operation efforts to date to achieve the MDGs are reviewed, including 
both intra-ASEAN cooperation and ASEAN-Japan cooperation. Next, 
an overview and comparison is offered of the current achievements of 
the MDGs in ASEAN member countries, so as to analyze the relevance 
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of the regional cooperation. Finally, recommendations are proposed for 
future cooperation.

A S E A N – J a pa n  C o o p e r a t i o n  f o r  A c h i e v i n g  t h e 
M D G s :  W h a t  H a s  B e e n  D o n e ?

As mentioned above, the MDGs are deeply interrelated with the framework 
of the ASCC in ASEAN Community building. Hence, the purposes of this 
section are to examine what has been done to achieve the MDGs within the 
ASCC framework; to address the bilateral cooperation of ASEAN member 
governments, which has been implemented in parallel with multilateral 
cooperation within the ASCC framework; and to provide an overview of 
the Japanese contributions on the issue through bilateral and multilateral 
official development assistance (ODA). 

Regional Cooperation within the ASCC Framework

The commitment of the governments of the ASEAN member states to co-
operate to achieve the MDGs reflects the consensus of ASEAN on building 
a unified “community of caring societies” by 2015, which has been confirmed 
in a series of agreements, including the ASEAN Vision 2020, the Declaration 
of ASEAN Concord II (Bali Concord II), and the Roadmap for an ASEAN 
Community. Among the three pillars of the ASEAN Community, the 
ASCC is particularly associated with the targets set in the MDGs because 
the focus of the ASCC includes poverty alleviation, human development, 
social welfare, and environmental sustainability. 

The framework of the ASCC was first proposed in the Bali Concord II 
in 2003 as one of the three pillars of a “community of caring societies,” a 
concept described in 1997 in the ASEAN Vision 2020. Subsequently, the 
ASCC Plan of Action (POA) was adopted in 2004 at the ASEAN Summit 
in Vientiane, in which the following four points were identified as the core 
elements of the ASCC: 

1. Building a community of caring societies to address issues of poverty, 
equity, and human development; 

2. Managing the social impact of economic integration by building 
a competitive human resource base and adequate systems of social 
protection; 

3. Enhancing environmental sustainability and sound environmental 
governance; and 
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4. Strengthening the foundations of regional social cohesion toward 
an ASEAN Community in 2020.1

In the POA, among the issues related to these four elements, poverty 
alleviation is considered to be “the very core of a strong and resilient 
ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community,” and accelerating the goal of poverty 
reduction in the MDGs framework is clearly listed among the specific 
measures to be taken. Such a recognition seems to have been incorporated 
into the ASCC Blueprint (2009)2 and the ASEAN Charter (2007; in force 
from 2008),3 although the MDGs are not directly referred to. For example, 
three out of the six characteristics envisaged in the ASCC Blueprint—hu-
man development (section A), social welfare and protection (section B), 
and narrowing the development gap (section F)—address the very issues 
covered by the MDGs, and in particular, the following sections mirror 
various MDG targets: 

Section A.1 Advancing and prioritizing education
Section A.3 Promoting decent work
Section A.5 Facilitating access to applied science and technology
Section B.1 Alleviating poverty
Section B.4 Ensuring access to healthcare and promoting healthy lifestyles
Section B.5 Improving capacity to control communicative diseases

In section F, which encourages efforts to narrow regional development 
gaps, special attention is paid to the gaps between the ASEAN-6, or the 
“senior” ASEAN member countries, and the “junior” ASEAN member 
countries of Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, and Vietnam (CLMV). In this 
way, the MDGs have become the mainstream in the Initiative for ASEAN 
Integration (IAI) within the framework of the ASCC.4

Since a consensus on regional cooperation to achieve the MDGs was 
reached, collective efforts have been made to attain the MDGs through 
various sectoral bodies organized by the ASEAN member countries. 
The sectoral bodies of the ASCC that have direct relevance to the MDGs 
include the ASEAN Senior Officials Meeting on Rural Development and 
Poverty Eradication, the ASEAN Senior Officials Meeting on Education, 
the ASEAN Committee on Women, the ASEAN Senior Officials’ Meeting 
on Health Development, the ASEAN Senior Officials’ Meeting on the 
Environment, and the ASEAN Senior Officials’ Meeting on Social Welfare 
and Development. In individual sectors, there has been practical dialogue 
among officials to develop declarations, agreements, and action plans that 
would encourage each member country to strive to reach the targets of the 
MDGs. Considering the limited budget available for the sectoral bodies, 
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partnerships with external bodies in each sector—including international 
development agencies and civil organizations—have been promoted to urge 
the implementation of relevant regional cooperation programs to tackle the 
challenges of achieving the MDGs.

Along with such multilateral regional cooperation, bilateral coopera-
tion between countries in the region, or South-South cooperation 
(SSC), has also been directed at the attainment of the MDGs. Among 
the “senior” ASEAN members, Thailand is an earnest emerging pro-
vider of SSC. Thai ODA schemes include bilateral financial cooperation 
(both loans and grants) through the Neighbouring Countries Economic 
Development Cooperation Agency, and technical assistance implement-
ed by the Thai International Cooperation Programme. As much as 73 
percent of the total Thai ODA supports Cambodia, Laos, and Myanmar, 
the three least developed countries in ASEAN, and is considered to 
be contributing to the achievement of the MDGs in these countries.5 
However, financial support for infrastructure development is the main 
focus of Thai ODA, while technical assistance and cooperation in the 
social sector are fairly limited.6 Conversely, the development coopera-
tion carried out by Singapore and Malaysia concentrates on technical 
cooperation and human development. These governments provide 
training programs in various fields, and many of them are directed at the 
IAI. In particular, Singapore has established IAI centers in the CLMV 
countries that train government officials in the prioritized policy areas. 
Triangular cooperation is a modality commonly utilized in all of these 
countries with regard to the provision of training with support from 
development partners such as Japan and international organizations 
such as the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP).

More recently, the Joint Declaration on the Attainment of the MDGs 
in ASEAN was adopted at the ASEAN Summit in 2009, and the ASEAN 
Roadmap for the Attainment of the Millennium Development Goals 
(hereafter, ASEAN MDGs Roadmap) was released in 2011 as a follow-up 
to the declaration.7 What is noteworthy about this roadmap is its call for 
the promotion of intrasectoral cooperation to address the MDG targets 
in the region, while the ASCC Blueprint and its sectoral work plan guide 
sector-specific activities. Acknowledging the limited resources available for 
each sector and the necessity to seek support from external development 
partners, the ASEAN MDGs Roadmap claims that promoting a cohesive 
approach across sectors and synergizing efforts and resources would ensure 
that the “implementation of programmes and activities could be more im-
pactful” than operating unilaterally. It also emphasizes the significance of 
SSC as a means of accelerating the attainment of the MDGs. Furthermore, 
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it recommends sharing knowledge and information on best practices within 
the region and building networks of regional experts.

Japanese Contribution to the Achievement of the MDGs in ASEAN

The achievement of the MDGs in ASEAN member countries is also impor-
tant for the Japanese government for two reasons. First, since ASEAN is a 
strategic partner of Japan both economically and diplomatically, the devel-
opment and stability of ASEAN member countries as well as the creation of 
a unified ASEAN Community are considered great benefits for Japan and 
for the broader Asia Pacific region. Second, the MDGs address pressing 
issues of human security that have been promoted by the Japanese govern-
ment. It was the Japanese initiative, the Commission on Human Security, 
that identified human security as “freedom from fear” and “freedom from 
want.”8 The MDGs directly represent the “freedom from want” aspect of 
human security. Hence, human security and the MDGs, as an instrument 
of mainstreaming the concept of human security, have been given priority 
in Japanese diplomacy and ODA.9 This is reflected in the ASEAN–Japan 
Plan of Action 2011–2015, adopted at the 14th ASEAN-Japan Summit in 2011, 
which confirmed the goal of cooperation on the attainment of the MDGs 
(section 3.2), as well as cooperation on health- and education-related mat-
ters (sections 3.4 and 3.5).

Since then, how has the Japanese government been supporting ASEAN, 
or the ASCC, on MDG-related issues? Obviously, ODA has been Japan’s 
major tool of cooperation with the ASEAN member countries. As shown in 
figure 1, ASEAN has historically been a priority region for Japanese ODA. 
At the same time, the global achievement of the MDGs has been a priority 
area of cooperation as well. In particular, Japan has emphasized cooperation 
on maternal health, basic education, and water provision—areas in which 
the achievement of targets is far behind schedule throughout the world.10 
Although cooperation with African countries is also emphasized, ASEAN 
member countries have been the beneficiaries of a series of ODA projects 
directed at efforts to achieve the MDGs. 

While many of the projects in the education sector in the ASEAN 
member countries have addressed the improvement of middle or higher 
education rather than basic education, maternal health is still a hot issue in 
the region, and almost all of the current recipient countries have accepted 
cooperation in this field in the past decade. For example, in Indonesia, the 
Japan International Cooperation Agency ( JICA) implemented a technical 
cooperation project, “Ensuring Maternal and Child Health Service with the 
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Maternal and Child Health (MCH) Handbook.”11 The distribution of the 
“MCH Handbook” to expectant and nursing mothers began in Indonesia in 
the early 1990s, after a doctor from Central Java visited Japan to participate in 
a training course and was impressed to see the Japanese system of distribut-
ing a notebook to pregnant and nursing mothers. This system, established 
in Japan in 1942, was designed to help mothers keep track of information 
on antenatal care, vaccinations, childbirth, and the growth of children. It 
was also expected to function as a tool for consolidating different kinds of 
maternal and child health services in order to ensure a continuum of care at 
any health facility. The Ministry of Public Health of Indonesia recognized the 
effects of the Indonesian MCH Handbook, which was introduced in one city 
on a trial basis with the support of JICA, and pledged to launch a national 
program to distribute the handbook in other regions in 1997. By 2003, the 
system was in place in 26 out of 31 provinces and the ministry finally issued 
an ordinance to institutionalize the MCH Handbook in the country in 2003. 
Thus, JICA’s technical assistance was instrumental in the decision to launch 
and disseminate this initiative on the part of the Indonesian government. 
Since then, the handbook has become widespread in Indonesia. According 
to a national household survey, as of 2010, the handbook had been provided 
to 68.5 percent of pregnant women.12 Due to its success in Indonesia, the 

Figure 1. Japanese bilateral ODA net disbursements to ASEAN and other 
developing countries
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handbook was introduced in neighboring countries, such as the Philippines 
and Vietnam, and JICA has provided technical assistance to those countries 
as well. Another approach taken by JICA projects to support the improve-
ment of maternal health is administrative capacity building. For example, 
in Laos, where various development partners intervene in health-service 
provision, technical-support projects have been implemented to enhance 
the coordination and planning capacity of the Ministry of Health and make 
the interventions function effectively.13 At the same time, ongoing support 
has been provided for human resource development of medical personnel.14 

Japanese ODA projects have also addressed regional gaps within ASEAN. 
A recent ODA White Paper explicitly states that Japan supports narrowing 
the gaps in the region to achieve ASEAN integration, and for this reason its 
ODA is prioritizing assistance to the countries in the Mekong region.15 In 
this regard, in Cambodia the improvement of the water supply and sewer-
age systems in the expanding urban areas has been an issue of concern, and 
projects have been implemented both through grant aid and the technical 
assistance schemes of Japanese ODA since the early 1990s, soon after the 
termination of the civil conflict in that country.16 Such assistance is consid-
ered to have contributed to a better water supply system: in the capital city 
of Phnom Penh, the percentage of the population with access to safe water 
increased from 25 percent in 1991 to 90 percent in 2006.17 

Japanese ODA efforts to narrow the regional gaps have been made 
through multilateral as well as bilateral cooperation schemes. A cooperation 
scheme called the “Third Country Training Programme” (TCTP) has been 
running in the region since the 1970s, through which JICA has financially 
and technically supported its development partners to transfer their ex-
pertise or to re-transfer Japanese expertise to a third country.18 In 1999, the 
“Regional Meetings for Mutual Consultation on the Third Country Training 
Programme” (TCTP Meeting), a collective consultation meeting between 
JICA and its bilateral development partners in ASEAN, was launched to 
share information and to improve TCTP implementation.19 The TCTP 
Meeting was further developed as a new triangle cooperation framework, the 
“JICA-ASEAN Regional Cooperation Meeting” ( JARCOM), established 
in 2002, with the attendance of development partners, the “senior” ASEAN 
member countries, as well as the recipient CLMV countries.20 JARCOM is 
not only used to refer to the name of this new forum; it is also used to refer 
to its unique mechanism, which features an annual participatory cycle of 
project identification, implementation, and monitoring.21 While the TCTP 
tended to be supply driven, the JARCOM mechanism made it demand 
driven to attain a better match of providers and recipients under the TCTP. 
The role of JICA was to facilitate the proposal and negotiation process and 



ASEAN-Japan Cooperation for Achieving the Millennium Development Goals   |  319  

to provide any necessary financial and technical inputs. Cost sharing (15–50 
percent) and implementation arrangements were agreed upon bilaterally 
with the partner countries in accordance with their capacities. Under the 
JARCOM framework, 119 projects (out of 169 proposals) were conducted 
from 2004 to 2009, a certain number of which were certainly related to the 
MDGs, as those were the priority policy areas of the recipient countries.22 
From its early stage, JARCOM sought collaboration with the IAI,23 and 
the ASEAN Secretariat endorsed 17 JARCOM projects as IAI projects.24 
Although JARCOM initially assumed that the “senior” ASEAN member 
countries would be the training providers, Vietnam also provided training 
on basic education to the other member countries.

The problem with JARCOM, however, was that too many financial and 
coordination costs were borne by JICA, and it became difficult for JICA 
to defend the effectiveness of providing assistance through JARCOM.25 
Moreover, although it was initially expected that regionwide projects to 
tackle common issues or nurture the capacity of the ASEAN Secretariat 
would be undertaken within the framework of JARCOM, such projects 
did not materialize because the TCTP scheme required a bilateral project 
formulation and implementation process.26 Hence, in 2009 JARCOM 
was reorganized as the Japan–Southeast Asian Meeting for South-South 
Cooperation ( J-SEAM) to redirect its main focus “toward the formulation 
and implementation of well-prepared South-South technical cooperation 
among Southeast Asian countries, and also toward networking between 
member states.”27 J-SEAM functioned up until July 2011 as an arena for 
strengthening the network of development partners of the ASEAN member 
countries, at which point the meeting was dissolved because these agencies 
had the capacity to arrange SSC on their own and to request JICA’s support 
as necessary. Meanwhile, JICA and the ASEAN Secretariat entered into a 
cooperation agreement in June 2008 to seek to formulate regionwide proj-
ects that JARCOM had failed to address. A JICA-ASEAN pilot project was 
launched in Laos under this agreement.

C u r r e n t  A c h i e v e m e n t s  o n  t h e  
M D G s  i n  t h e  R e g i o n

In this section, the current achievements on the MDGs will be reviewed 
by target and by country to clarify the background of regional cooperation 
efforts, which will serve as the basis for assessing current cooperation. 

According to the latest progress chart from the UN (see table 1), the 
countries in “Southeastern Asia” as a whole are considered to have achieved 



320   | BEYOND 2015

or to be likely to achieve 10 targets out of 16.28 More precisely, all targets 
under goal 4 on child mortality and goal 7 on environmental sustainability 
either have been met already or are projected to be met by 2015. Under 
goal 8 on global partnership for development, efforts are also on track to 
achieve the target for expanded Internet usage. On the other hand, the 
region is off track in terms of meeting the targets under goal 5 on maternal 
health and goal 2 on primary education. The rest of the goals—goal 1 on 
poverty and hunger, goal 3 on gender equality, and goal 6 on combating 

Table 1. MDGs progress chart 2012

Source: United Nations, “Millennium Goals Indicators: The Official United Nations Website 
for the MDGs Indicators,” http://mdgs.un.org/unsd/mdg/Resources/Static/Products/
Progress2012/Progress_E.pdf.
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disease—have been partially achieved, but efforts on some of the targets 
are still off track. Among the unmet targets, achievements in productive 
and decent employment (goal 1), women’s equal representation in national 
parliaments (goal 3), and access to reproductive health (goal 5) are par-
ticularly behind schedule and are considered priority issues for the region, 
as highlighted in table 1. 

What, then, are the achievements of each ASEAN member country? 
Table 2 summarizes the current progress on the MDGs in the ASEAN 
member countries. Since the two high-income countries in the region, 
Brunei and Singapore, are likely to be similar to developed countries in 
terms of their progress toward meeting most of the MDG targets, they are 
omitted from the table.29 This table illustrates that the unmet goals vary 
significantly across countries. Goals such as 4 and 7 that are successfully 
on track in one country may not be attained in time in others, while goal 2, 
which is considered to be behind schedule, has already been achieved in 
many of the countries.

Table 3 presents more detailed data pertaining to the achievements to 
date in each country. The data in this table reveal the areas where there are 
large achievement gaps across the countries. The maternal mortality rate 
(goal 5) is nearly 10 times higher in Cambodia, Indonesia, and Myanmar 
(0.25, 0.22, and 0.2 percent respectively) and 30 times higher in Laos (0.47 
percent) than in Malaysia (0.029 percent). The ratio of births attended 
by skilled health staff (goal 5) is particularly low in Laos (37 percent), the 
Philippines (62 percent), and Cambodia (71 percent), while the data are 
unavailable in Myanmar. Although not shown in table 3, the percentage of 
Internet users (goal 8) is remarkably small in Myanmar (0.3 percent) and 
Cambodia (1.3 percent). On the other hand, access to improved sanitation 
and water sources (goal 7) is limited in Indonesia, Cambodia, and Laos, 
while Myanmar has been making good progress on this issue. Since some 
of the numerical targets of the MDGs are set as percentages of advance-
ment or reduction compared with the 1990 levels, gaps are observed even 
in the targets that are to be attained. For example, Cambodia and Laos are 
significantly behind other countries in the infant and under-five child mor-
tality rates (goal 4), although they are on track in terms of their respective 
country targets. The mortality rates of infants and children are also quite high 
in Myanmar. The other targets of concern in the region—achievements in 
productive and decent employment (goal 1) and women’s equal represen-
tation in national parliaments (goal 3)—seem to be similarly unsuccessful 
across countries, although with regard to the latter goal, the rate is actually 
much better in Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam, where achievement matches 
the level of Singapore. 
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In this way, despite the identified regional tendencies toward the achieve-
ment of the MDGs, the progress is markedly different across the member 
countries, and radical regional development gaps do exist in some areas. 

A S E A N – J a pa n  C o o p e r a t i o n  f o r  A c h i e v i n g  t h e 
M D G s :  P e r s p e c t i v e s  f o r  F u t u r e  C o o p e r a t i o n

On the basis of the evidence presented in the previous section, this 
section analyzes the relevance of the current regional cooperation for 
achieving the MDGs. This analysis leads to short-term and long-term 
policy recommendations.

Findings and Assessment of Current ASCC cooperation 

The tables above indicate that regional development gaps exist in most of 
the target areas of the MDGs. Apart from the two high-income countries, 
Singapore and Brunei, every country has areas in which they may not 
fulfill the MDG requirements. Contrary to the common view on regional 
gaps, which assumes that the CLMV countries, as the “junior” members of 
ASEAN, are at the lower end of the development gaps, detailed statistical 
data show that it is not necessarily the CLMV countries that need to be 
concerned about their development. In fact, Vietnam has been making good 
progress compared with the “senior” ASEAN member countries in many 
of the MDG target areas. For example, its level of achievement in universal 
education is more advanced than in Thailand and the Philippines. Although 
it is still true that Cambodia, Laos, and Myanmar are behind in many of 
the target areas, as noted above, women’s political representation is more 
prominent in Cambodia and Laos than in the other countries, while the 
ratio of access to sanitation and water resources in Myanmar is competitive 
with the Philippines and Vietnam. Furthermore, considerable development 
gaps may exist even within a country. Hence, regional MDG attainment 
needs to be analyzed in detail from multiple perspectives. 

How relevant has regional cooperation been in addressing such situa-
tions? As illustrated in the previous section, MDGs have been mainstreamed 
in ASEAN through various documents and statements highlighting the 
significance of the MDG-related issues in the framework of the ASCC. 
Based on these policy directions, cooperative actions are taken by different 
sectoral bodies. Along with multilateral cooperation, SSC has also been 
increasingly extended by the “senior” ASEAN counties. ASCC cooperation 
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can be appreciated for its contribution to the attainment of the MDGs 
in the region in two ways. First, it changed the manner in which human 
development is approached in the ASCC by mainstreaming the MDGs as 
regional issues to be worked on together, as opposed to essentially treating 
it as domestic policy areas under the nonintervention principle of ASEAN. 
In other words, the ASCC succeeded in promoting cooperation on domes-
tic issues by making use of the MDGs, the initiative for which originally 
came from external sources. Second, it is considered to have increased the 
pressure on the ASEAN member countries to strive toward meeting the 
MDGs and to align domestic policies to the policy directions of the ASCC 
through documents and statements, even though they have no binding force. 

At the same time, however, there are clear deficits of cooperation. First, 
the regional gaps between the ASEAN-6 and CLMV countries have been 
strongly emphasized, while other gaps might have been overlooked. Second, 
due to the lack of its own funding, ASCC cooperation tends to be limited 
to planning without implementation. Third, related to the second point, it 
has been assumed that external development partners will be the potential 
funding sources while the emerging SSC within the region has not been 
utilized. Finally—and most importantly—many different sectoral bodies 
have been working to attain the MDGs without coordination to harmonize 
the separate activities that have been undertaken. In particular, some of 
the MDG-related policy areas contain cross-sectoral issues and require 
multisectoral approaches. In this regard, recent progress was seen in the 
2011 ASEAN MDGs Roadmap. This roadmap recognized the third and 
fourth deficits presented above: it proposed intrasectoral coordination of 
the ASCC and the utilization of SSC to synergize the regional efforts to 
achieve the MDGs by making use of limited resources. Indeed, organic 
linkages in the cooperation between different sectoral bodies, as well as 
between the member countries, may be crucial for the ASCC. Without 
such coordination, as Motoko Shuto rightly points out, the significance of 
the ASCC framework would be undermined, considering that so-called 
“functional cooperation” was already being implemented in each sector 
before the establishment of the ASCC.30 

Findings and Assessment of Current ASEAN–Japan Cooperation 

The second question is how relevant Japanese cooperation is to supporting 
the efforts of the region to achieve the MDGs. Bilateral ODA seems to have 
addressed the MDGs in many of the ASEAN member countries. ASEAN 
has historically been included in the strategic target areas for Japanese ODA, 



328   | BEYOND 2015

and the MDGs are currently the main focus issues for Japanese coopera-
tion. In particular, Japanese assistance has been applied broadly toward the 
implementation of maternal health projects in ASEAN, which are extremely 
relevant to achieving the MDGs in the region given that the high maternal 
mortality rate in Southeast Asia has been a crucial bottleneck in reaching 
those goals. Japanese ODA is also committed to narrowing the regional gaps 
within ASEAN, but again, its main focus is the development of the CLMV 
countries. Moreover, since the bilateral projects are formulated on a demand 
basis, they may not be aligned with the policy directions of the ASCC. 

In this sense, multilateral cooperation through JARCOM could have been 
an ideal focal point to promote Japanese support for the regional initia-
tives. It is also noteworthy that Vietnam became a training provider under 
the JARCOM scheme, as this could produce momentum to enhance the 
recognition of regional gaps, which may not be limited to those between 
the old and the new ASEAN member countries. Nonetheless, there are 
shortcomings in the Japanese ODA schemes. First, excessive reliance on 
Japanese resources has undermined the sustainability of multilateral mecha-
nisms like JARCOM. Second, more crucially, the cooperation scheme of 
Japanese ODA is now limited to the TCTP and cannot make use of the 
cooperation capacities of the member countries apart from training provi-
sion. Given that ODA is a crucial policy means for Japan to contribute to 
the realization of the ASCC, it is problematic that Japanese ODA does not 
have multilateral regional cooperation schemes apart from the TCTP, or 
occasional special funding for regional organizations. Due to these deficits, 
Japanese multilateral cooperation up to the present has been in a state of 
continual trial and error. 

Recommendations for Short-Term (by 2015) Actions 

Based on the analysis above, the following short-term actions are recommended:

•	 Both	the	ASEAN	member	countries	and	Japan	should analyze the 
development gaps in the areas related to the MDGs across ASEAN, as 
well as within each country, to identify the priority cooperation needs 
of the ASCC as a whole, not limited to CLMV countries.

•	 The	ASEAN	member	countries should encourage the intrasectoral 
coordination of initiatives taken by different sectoral bodies of the ASCC. 
Issue-based working groups could serve this purpose. The role of the 
working groups would be to prioritize the cooperation needs for the 
issues of concern and to harmonize the cooperation and other kinds of 
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activities undertaken in the region. The relevant sectoral bodies of other 
ASEAN communities and potential development partners would also 
be involved in the working groups.

•	 The	ASEAN	member	countries	should utilize regional cooperation 
resources by enhancing SSC coordination. SSC donor countries are 
strongly encouraged to ensure that their cooperation is aligned with the 
regional priorities of the ASCC.

•	 Both	the	ASEAN	member	countries	and	Japan should ensure that 
Japanese ODA projects are aligned with the regional priorities of the 
ASCC, considering that Japanese ODA to the countries in the region 
will continue to be dispensed on a request basis.

•	 The	ASEAN	member	countries	and	Japan	should promote knowledge 
and information sharing on regional best practices as well as the efforts of 
regional experts in each policy area by building a knowledge databank, as 
proposed in the ASEAN MDGs Roadmap, the efforts of which may be 
supported by the Japan–ASEAN Integration Fund ( JAIF) of the ASEAN 
Secretariat, or by the regionwide project based on the JICA–ASEAN 
cooperation agreement. Japanese experiences and expertise could also 
be included in the databank. More importantly, information from less 
developed member countries should be considered for inclusion in the 
databank, rather than limiting it to the economically successful countries. 

•	 Japan	should consider a multilateral cooperation scheme that would no 
longer be limited to the TCTP. Joint projects with the SSC donor coun-
tries of ASEAN could also be considered by enhancing the flexibility of 
the ODA schemes.

•	 Both	the	ASEAN	member	countries	and	Japan need to identify the 
potential social and human development issues that may be common 
problems in the region to be tackled in the post-MDG era (e.g., social 
welfare in aging societies and the falling birth rate) and consider the pos-
sible policy reactions. It may be relevant for Japan to share its experiences 
in this regard.

Recommendations for Long-Term (beyond 2015) Actions 

•	 The	ASEAN	member	countries should make continuous efforts to 
identify development gaps within the ASCC. Priority cooperation needs 
may be identified not by country but by city or community at this stage 
of the ASCC. Cities and communities could be supported or subsidized 
to maintain the momentum of adequate human-centered development, 
along the lines of the European Union’s Structural Funds. 
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•	 The	ASEAN	member	countries also need to consider post-MDGs is-
sues within the ASCC framework. Working groups for the MDG-related 
issues could be developed to facilitate a discussion arena for emerging 
human-centered development issues. The databank will also still be 
relevant for sharing information and knowledge among the ASEAN 
member countries and external regional partners, including Japan.

•	 Both	the	ASEAN	member	countries	and	Japan	should work together 
as partners for social development in priority cities and communities, 
since many of the ASEAN member countries would have graduated from 
Japanese ODA and will be likely to share common social problems with 
Japan. 

•	 Japan	should further reconsider its ODA schemes, especially the multi-
lateral ones, to enhance its flexibility so as to nurture its partnership with 
ASEAN as mentioned above. For example, it would be effective if Japan’s 
ODA program opened up its bidding system to contractors or experts 
from any country in the region at this stage.

As discussed in this chapter, ASCC cooperation and ASEAN–Japan 
cooperation have made great strides in helping the ASEAN member states 
attain the MDGs in the region. Yet, there remains a great deal of room for 
improvement, and continuous efforts are required and expected from both 
ASEAN member countries and Japan, as strategic partners.

A p p e n d i x :  Ta r g e t s  o f  M D G s

Goal 1: Eradicate Extreme Poverty and Hunger

Target 1.A: Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people whose 
income is less than US$1.25 a day

Target 1.B: Achieve full and productive employment and decent work 
for all, including women and young people

Target 1.C: Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people who 
suffer from hunger

Goal 2: Achieve Universal Primary Education

Target 2.A: Ensure that, by 2015, children everywhere, boys and girls alike, 
will be able to complete a full course of primary schooling
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Goal 3: Promote Gender Equality and Empower Women

Target 3.A: Eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary 
education, preferably by 2005, and in all levels of education no 
later than 2015

Goal 4: Reduce Child Mortality

Target 4.A: Reduce by two thirds, between 1990 and 2015, the under-five 
mortality rate

Goal 5: Improve Maternal Health

Target 5.A: Reduce by three quarters the maternal mortality ratio
Target 5.B: Achieve universal access to reproductive health

Goal 6: Combat HIV/AIDS, Malaria, and Other Diseases

Target 6.A: Have halted by 2015 and begun to reverse the spread of HIV/
AIDS

Target 6.B: Achieve, by 2010, universal access to treatment for HIV/AIDS 
for all those who need it

Target 6.C: Have halted by 2015 and begun to reverse the incidence of 
malaria and other major diseases

Goal 7: Ensure Environmental Sustainability

Target 7.A: Integrate the principles of sustainable development into 
country policies and programs and reverse the loss of environmental 
resources

Target 7.B: Reduce biodiversity loss, achieving, by 2010, a significant 
reduction in the rate of loss

Target 7.C: Halve, by 2015, the proportion of the population without 
sustainable access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation

Target 7.D: Achieve, by 2020, a significant improvement in the lives of at 
least 100 million slum dwellers

Goal 8: Develop a Global Partnership for Development

Target 8.A: Develop further an open, rules-based, predictable, non-
discriminatory trading and financial system

Target 8.B: Address the special needs of least-developed countries
Target 8.C: Address the special needs of landlocked developing countries 

and small island developing states
Target 8.E: In cooperation with pharmaceutical companies, provide access 

to affordable essential drugs in developing countries
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Target 8.F: In cooperation with the private sector, make available benefits 
of new technologies, especially information and communications
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