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Foreward
Welcome to the inaugural issue of the Journal of ASEAN – Plus.
The idea of launching JOAP occurred when we were organizing the First
International Conference on ASEAN Studies – Emerging ASEAN Community in October 2015 in Bangkok. That was because the conference drew
such an enthusiastic response from ASEAN scholars, academics, and students worldwide. This issue constitutes the ‘Proceedings’ of the First ICAS,
2015. As an international journal, JOAP, will be a forum for discussion and
dialogue on topics of interest to ASEAN and its friends in Asia and beyond.
We welcome in particular research papers that are interdisciplinary that
cross- national boundaries.
JOAP Volume 1 Edition 1 features two keynote addresses and 16
presentations. Readers look forward to an array of challenges touching or
focusing on conflicts in the ASEAN Community. These include: Language
and Development in the Internationalist Era by Professor William A Foley
of The University of Sydney; From Southeast Asian Histories to an ASEAN
History by Professor Thanet Aphornsuvan of Pridi Banomyong International College, Thammasat University, the organizer and host of the First ICAS
2015; International Boundary Disputes in ASEAN: Spirits and Prospects
by Akkharaphong Khamkhun, a Southeast Asian specialist at Pridi
Banomyong International College, Thammasat University; Filipino Communication: Addressing the Fallacy of Ambiguity in Hybrid Logical Conversations by Bernard Moreno Bragas; Issue of Human Rights in ASEAN:
Challenges and Opportunities by Professor Debasish Nandy; The Need for
ASEAN Reform: A Perspective on Myanmar’s Crimes against Humanity
by Dio Herdiawan Tobing; The role of regional trade in promoting food
security in the ASEAN region: Measuring the competitiveness of ASEAN’s
agricultural products after the global food crisis 2008 by Fajar B. Hirawan;
ASEAN politics: Playing pass – Who should accept responsibility for the
Rohingya refugees at sea? by Felix Tan Thiam Kim; Facing the Dragon:
The Philippines’ Options in the South China Sea Dispute by George
Amurao; Myanmar Migrant Health Volunteers in Bangkhunthien – Their
Health Literacy Transfer in Ethnic Language by Hnin Oo Mon, Monthalee
Nooseisai, Prathurng Hongsranagon; Free Trade and Employment in the
ASEAN - from Theory to Empirical by Hui-Chin Lai; Understanding Transport History in the Philippines and the ASEAN Strategic Transport Plan;
Towards ASEAN Cooperation by Leo Paulo I. Imperial; State-building in
ASEAN Member Countries by Niyom Rathamarit; Preparing the Thai
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Accounting Profession for the ASEAN Community with Focus on the Vocational Education Stream by Patamasiri Hoonthong; Myanmar Garment
Industry after 2012: Trade and Industrial Relations in Yangon Industrial
Zones by Soe Sandar Oo; The South China Sea Disputes: Implications for
ASEAN by Jim Placzek; ASEAN Languages for ASEAN Integration by
Wilaiwan Khanittanan, Anuraj Manibhandu.
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Language and Development in the Internationalist Era
William A Foley
University of Sydney
I have been asked by the organizers of this conference to speak
about socio-cultural issues within ASEAN, and I do so gladly. My professional expertise is in the fields of linguistics and anthropology, and I will
indeed have things to say about them, but a narrow discussion of topics in
these fields is unlikely to be of great interest to an audience of such diverse
backgrounds as here, so I am going to situate my remarks within a much
wider context of development and the role of education and in turn language
in it. I am especially pleased to be speaking on these matters in a conference
on the place of ASEAN in the world, as I am convinced that organizations
like ASEAN and the European Union, however imperfect and short of their
full potential they may be now, represent the future for humanity as we
now begin to enter a more fully internationalist age. The immense problems
facing humanity, such as global warming, desertification, looming food and
water shortages, economic crises, grotesque levels of greed and inequality,
cannot be addressed if we think narrowly within the confines of our respective nation-states; they require cooperation well beyond the vested interests
of nation-states and their hierarchy of privileges, a grasping of our core
shared humanity on this blue boat called Planet Earth, on which we must
learn to live together in equality and mutual care. For we have no other
home, and if we lay waste to this one in our continual pillaging for self and
purely national gain, where are we going to go? The twentieth century was
the high point of the nationalist era, as nation-states waged war with each
other on a global scale to establish their own privileges over others. This era
of high nationalism was in turn the outgrowth of ideological, philosophical
and technological developments that began in the eighteen century, gained
pace in the nineteenth, and exploded in the twentieth, with the sacrifice of
hundreds of millions of lives on the altar of nationalism. Right after the cataclysm of the last great world war, the first true steps in building a new internationalist era of respect and equality took shape in the form of institutions
like the United Nations and its derivatives and the like. If the twentieth century was the high water mark of nationalism, the twenty-first century will
see its recession, and the continual rise of ever more closely linked internationalism. There simply is no alternative, given the global forces now set
loose, and this is why I put such store in the potential of organizations like
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ASEAN and the European Union. Ever increasing integration is an inescapable result of globalization. Globalization is surely not new. It clearly started
in its modern guise with the beginning of the period of European colonization and the spread of European metropolitan culture in the sixteenth century. But what is new is its intensity, the unprecedented flow of capital, people
and commodities around the globe, all facilitated by an ever expanding web
of communications, so that the life worlds of ten thousand kilometers away
or even two thousand years ago is available on our television or computer
screens. The world is progressively shrinking as each of us learns more
about previously invisible others and re-attune our own life ways as a result.
Benedict Anderson in his classic study on the emergence of nationalism,
Imagined Communities (1983), points out the crucial role of the media and a
shared system of communication in the forging of the modern nation-states.
The same is and will be no less true of the rising internationalist era. The
citizenry of the nation-state, an imagined community, as each citizen can
only interact personally with a minuscule proportion of his fellow citizens,
yet regards them all as equal holders of the rights and duties of the nationstate through attunement by its systems of media and communications, was built in this way; we now need to fashion an imagined community of the whole world. Globalization has integrated the world to a
large degree already, and this can only accelerate, withstanding global environmental catastrophe, so new international institutions must
grow to reflect the international interconnectivity of humanity today.
Not all of humanity participates in such global interconnectivity, but
a good percentage does, and this will only increase over this century.
We need to develop new institutions to fit our new international
world, and at the core of these new institutions must be the values of
equality and responsibility to human flourishing for all, a very ancient
Greek concept, eudaimonia, central to both Plato’s and Aristotle’s ethics.
Eudaimonia, human flourishing, means more than just happiness; it denotes
living in a way that promotes true well-being and harmony. Increasing eudaimonia, human flourishing, is to me exactly the true definition of development. True development is not about raising levels of material comfort,
though that is clearly very important in the poorer, less technologically and
infrastructure advanced countries of the world. Rather true development
is the expansion of people’s choices, so that they can make better more
fulfilling choices. Of course, for poor countries this will require greater material prosperity, but as we shall see, greater material prosperity on
its own has not lead to people making better, more fulfilling choices, in
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some ways, quite the contrary. And I use the word expansion here advisedly, because better more fulfilling choices will require us to think and act
globally in terms of what is good for humanity as a whole, to expand the
horizon of our choices beyond the narrow confines of what benefits just
our kind. The collapse of the Copenhagen conference on climate change
and the interregnum of little action between then and the recent Paris conference show what happens when we fail to do so. The rich countries of
the West wanted an agreement that would have raised the cost of fossil
fuels across the board for all countries. This seemed fair to them, but, of
course, it simply entrenched their privileged position in the world order,
as their developed economies could absorb the higher fuel costs, albeit
with some dislocation. The poorer countries, which need cheap sources
of energy, including fossil fuels, to power their development and greater
material progress refused to accept this. The proposal was indeed patently
unjust, and the conference collapsed. Humanity was failed because negotiators thought in terms of the interests of their nation-states, rather than
what was best for humanity as a whole. We need to do far better, and thinking and acting in an internationalist framework is the only way forward.
Joseph Stiglitz in his manifesto Making Globalization Work
(2006) claims that to do so we need a different balance of the three major players, the state, the market and society. To date, major agendas of
development have highlighted the role of either one of the first two, and
backgrounded the last. But how can we expect to have development that
leads to human flourishing if we background the very basis of people and
their interconnectivity, that is, society? People are more than just citizens,
as the state sees them, and more than just consumers and producers, as
the market views them. In the last twenty-five to thirty years, agendas of
development have largely been driven by what is called the Washington
Consensus, named according to the geographical location of the institutions
which have pushed it: the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank,
the US Treasury and various American administrations. In the Washington
Consensus the market is the ultimate arbitrator of all economic programs,
and development is viewed narrowly as just that, an economic program for
underdeveloped countries. This is the neoliberal agenda, meaning structural adjustment, leading to suppression of local consumption in favor of
export driven growth (of course, the mastermind and major beneficiary of
this agenda, the United States, has done exactly the opposite); open unprotected local markets; privatization of state assets, supposedly to maximize
efficiency; and increased flexibility in labor markets, on the one hand, and
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deregulation of the financial markets on the other. In the Washington Consensus, the state’s role is to get out of the way of the market; it should no
longer expect rent seeking from projects located in its territory capitalized
by international corporations and at the very most should confine itself at
most to simply tidying up around the edges of the market’s excesses. The
near death experience of the world economy in 2008, particularly in the
heartland of the Washington Consensus, the United States, has rather tarnished its image, and it is no longer exported so successfully to the developing world as a panacea to its woes, though unfortunately, its still dominates
government policy in Anglo-American countries like the United States, the
United Kingdom and Australia, and is not yet dead in Europe, as demonstrated by how the drama of the Greek financial crisis has played out.
In the postwar period but prior to the dominance of the Washington Consensus, development agendas were pursued from a state centered
orientation. These had a number of incarnations, but the core idea is that
the state is always the driver of development, often with policies that foster
rapid industrialization and protection of local markets, usually through a
policy of import substitution. The inflow and outflow of capital was closely scrutinzed by the state, with an eye to seeking rent from operators of
projects within its territory, the most extreme expression of this being nationalization of foreign owned assets. Often, these policies came under a
mantle of modernization, essentially the transfer of the values and practices of the industrialized West, to the extent that it was practicable, that
is urbanization (the enormous rise in the populations of the major cities in
the developing world since 1950, in some cases by a factor of more than
ten, shows how successful this export has been, and how unsuccessful, in
their decrease of livability in many cases); technological fixes to problem
solving, abetting increased secularization, a process described in exhaustive
detail in Charles Taylor’s massive opus, A Secular Age (2007), the blowback against which we now see in fundamentalist movements; expanding
bureaucratic processes for providing services, ideally through uniformity
and anonymity, though given entrenched corruption this ideal was rarely
met; and constant expansion of the horizons of consumption and consequent rapid and often severely dislocating social change. In a few countries this agenda was met with some resistance (Myanmar or Libya), but
in most it was embraced. But by 1980, it became clear that state oriented
development agendas were failing to deliver on their promise. In much of
the developing world (and developed actually, as this had been a period of
what was called stagflation, high inflation and low growth, a combination
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that was not supposed to occur according to classical economic theory),
recession and/or low growth rates seem to discredit this approach, and the
Washington Consensus was pushed as the alternative. But I would argue
that the problem lay not in the role of the state in development, as in my
view it is the absolutely necessary deliverer of services that should improve
as a result of development, a function the market cannot possibly fulfill,
although ideologues will argue that it can (look at the situation of health
care in the United States to refute that assertion), but in its imbalanced
position, given its susceptibility to responding primarily to the demands
of urbanized elites, who usually educated in the West often press for adopting Western roads to development and modernization, even when they are
unsuitable to local conditions.
We need to return to Stiglitz’s balance of the trinity: state, market
and society. Given the clear horizon of ever increasing global economic integration and the lack of any current viable alternatives to a capitalist based
economy, we can take the function of the market for granted, and I will have
little more to say about it. But we have to tame the market, because while it
is creating wealth, it is also producing greater and greater degrees of social
inequality and resulting poor social outcomes, and so my focus will be on
the other two. From the following data we can see that while an unregulated
market as in the Washington Consensus may produce wealth and be good
for some people, it is not good for society as a whole. The following tables
are based on Powerpoint slides that come courtesy of the Equality Trust in
the United Kingdom (https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/resources/the-spirit-level); note that the developed countries whose government policies have
most followed the Washington Consensus are nearly always among those
with the worst societal outcomes:

5
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Table 1: Health and Social Problems Are Worse in More Unequal Countries

Table 2: Health and Social Problems are not
Related to Average Income in Rich Countries
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Table 3: The Prevalence of Mental Illness is Higher
in More Unequal Rich Countries

Table 4: Drug Use is More Common in More Unequal Countries

7
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Table 5: Infant Mortality Rates are Higher in More Unequal Countries

Table 6: More Adults are Obese in More Unequal Rich Countries

8
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Table 7: Teenage Birth Rates are Higher in More Unequal Rich Countries

Table 8: Homicide Rates are Higher in More Unequal Rich Countries

9
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If development is about eudaimonia, increased well-being through
the expansion of people’s fulfilling choices, then by any measure these
countries are underdeveloped. Another shocking recent statistic that supports this claim is that babies born in the poorest districts of the United
Kingdom in 2015 can expect to live in good health only until age 52, the
same as babies born in conflict and Ebola ridden Liberia in West Africa,
fully a twenty year gap between the richest and poorest areas of the United
Kingdom (https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/babies-born-poor-britain-willlive-no-longer-war-torn-liberia). Given that overall life expectancy in the
United States is almost two years less than the United Kingdom, we can surmise that a parallel statistic there would be even worse. How do we address
these excesses of the market? As we may deduce from the failures of an
earlier era of development agendas, the state on its own is not sufficient as a
counterweight. We need to look beyond the needs of the state and the elites
that determine its priorities to society as a whole. The modern state and its
guiding notions of liberal democracy emerged from the philosophy of John
Locke and others in the period of the Enlightenment. Locke challenged previous ideas that governments gained their legitimacy exclusively from God,
the basis of absolute monarchies, with the view that they derive it from the
consent of those who are governed. People as individuals freely associate
and form a contract to cede some of their independence and sovereignty to a
government, so that the government can look after their security and needs,
particularly property needs. If the government exceeds those rights ceded
to it by the populace and threatens the natural rights of those individuals
it governs, they have a right to rebel, overthrow and replace it with a new
government with new terms of the contract of governance (all of this, of
course, is exactly the point of the American Declaration of Independence).
These same principles in French guise underpinned the French Revolution.
The French revolutionaries overthrew the monarchy and change the notion
of the governed from being subjects of a monarch to a citizens of a state, and
in the process foregrounded further the idea of personal identity in a modern
state as an individual who freely associates and enters into contract with like
others, for the purpose of forming collectivities, political and otherwise, that
insure rights and require duties. The contract state is the basis of all modern
democratic states, but has even served as the foundation of totalitarian states,
so deeply have Lockean ideas permeated our collective consciousness; for
example both German fascism and Soviet bolshevism promoted themselves
as fulfillments of the ‘will of the people’. In the eighteenth century Locke’s
ideas were married to Romantic ones deriving from Herder, and it is this
synthesis that has largely informed state policy concerning language toward

10
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those governed, that is, society, since the nineteenth century. Herder argued
for an essential correlation between the language of a community and their
mind or spirit. This was part of a wider German nationalist project of the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, to forge a unified German state from
numerous principalities and kingdoms of central Europe that were German
speaking, and this lead to a triple equation: the culture of a people (their
mental functioning as a community) is essentially correlated with the language they speak and in turn should ideally correspond to a state of their
own. Note that monolingual communities are the ideological focus here.
The close correlation between a language and a state was further emphasized during the revolutionary period following 1789. To inform citizens
of their rights and duties and to promulgate the state’s nationalist ideology,
a shared language was needed, a standardized language imposed from the
elite political center upon the periphery. The French revolutionaries actively
promoted the spread of Parisian French through education and publications
and suppressed the minority languages. This idea rapidly diffused across
Europe and drove state policy toward language.
The Herderian equation, language = culture = state has been and
continues to be a highly influential ideology in folk and political discussions
about language. This is illustrated in high relief by the catch-cry in the
Youth Pledge of 1928 of the Indonesian nationalists, translated, as we shall
see somewhat inaccurately, as ‘one nation, one people, one language’, and
this in a country of hundreds of indigenous languages:

11
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The European linguistic ideology embodied in the Herderian equation is now worldwide, part of the mostly unquestioned beliefs of the political and economic elites of most modern states. But does it truly serve society or is it yet again another reflection of inequality? There is no question
that states need an accepted shared language of wider communication in
order to deliver services. How well would the United States fare if each of
its fifty regional states had their own official languages or if the executive,
legislative and judicial branches of government all functioned in different
languages? But we can take this need for monolingualism for development
too far. Switzerland has four official national languages, three functioning
in the federal administration of the Confederation, but this has certainly not
held back its development; it is one of the five richest countries in the world.
Singapore too has four official languages, though English is predominately
used in education and business, and is clearly an advanced developed economy, now the fourth richest country in the world. Gellner in Nations and
Nationalism (1983) points out the effective exercising of citizens’ rights
and duties requires that they be educated in these rights and duties. Again
literacy in a standard national language is commonly argued as the most effective way to deliver this education, especially as part of the wider agenda
of a national education system whose mission is to produce technologically
competent citizens for the broader interests of the industrialized and technologized state. But is this in fact so straightforward? Bourdieu in Language
and Symbolic Power (1991) points out how closely tied are the differential
prestige of linguistic varieties and the relative social status of their speakers, with the highest social honor and rewards being awarded to those who
control standard language usage most proficiently. It is the role of the educational system to screen individuals for access to high social esteem, largely
through restricting access to the most valued norms of usage of the standard
language; note how access to prestigious professions like the law is largely
safeguarded by control of the relevant language registers and genres. In this
way the elites effectively reproduce themselves and restrict access to their
ranks for all but a select few. If you cannot read and write Standard English,
your chances of getting into Harvard College and from there, potentially the
elite ranks of American society, are fairly dismal. Of course, if you already
come from the elite class, your chances of reading and writing Standard
English are pretty high, certainly more so than if your parents are inner city
Haitian Creole speaking immigrant laborers. It is extremely important to
note that there is nothing inherently superior about the standard variety of a
language over other varieties; it has simply been engineered to reflect and reproduce elite interests more exactly. It is simply that through its connection

12

SW 9729-A-p298-G7.indd 12

3/27/17 4:38 PM

with such elite groups, it has been granted differential prestige over other
varieties. Through its effective diffusion via powerful and prestigious institutions, most notably educational institutions, people accept its high value
as being legitimate in the order of things and view their own control of its
norms as essential to their own high status or gaining access to high status.
Hence, the state institutions function in a sense to naturalize the dominance
of the standard language, though this simply reflects the effect of power
differentials in the society as a whole. In such a way an imposed standard
language can reinforce and reproduce inequalities within the wider society.
Yet a state needs effective and widely dispersed systems of communication to deliver services, and this is the horns of the dilemma: how
to provide services to its citizens without discrimination, but at the same
time not to impose inequalities through choice of language? The crucial
point here must be to honor the dignity of the person, and for many people
this is bound up with their choice to use the language which they are most
comfortable in, their native language. But again how to meet this in such
extremely multilingual countries as Laos, Myanmar or Indonesia? Many
multilingual developing countries have feared official multilingualism and
have viewed it a potential source of ethnic friction and disintegrative threats.
But neither monolingualism nor multilingualism seem linked to these. Somalia is largely monolingual, but one of the most dysfunctional states on
earth, while Switzerland and Singapore are both multilingual and extremely
successfully integrated states. I would argue that ethnic tensions and disintegrative threats never come directly from the choice of language, but rather
from the affront to their dignity that people feel when they believe themselves to be treated unequally due to their choice of language. As we noted
above, it is inequality which is the core aggravator of the social problems
presented in the earlier Powerpoint slides. Language policy is a matter of
how the state relates to society, and in my view that should always be crafted
with a view to true human flourishing, greater freedom in choices, and increasing the equality of opportunity for all. States do need a shared common
language for providing services, but in multilingual states only a policy of
multilingualism is commensurate with equal dignity and increasing freedom of choices for all. That means that education systems need to value
minority languages as well as the state’s standard language. It is well known
from many studies and is official policy for UNESCO that children learn
best in the early years in their native language. This indicates a system of
bilingual education in at least the first three years of schooling, during which
basic literacy skills are acquired, and gradual transference to the use of the
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state’s standard language. Of course, the practice of bilingual education in
a community should very much be a choice of that community. It should
never be imposed or refused by fiat from above. Within ASEAN the former
education policies of Singapore came closest to this, though the centrality
of the function of English, the international language, to be discussed more
below, somewhat presented a unique case, quite different from what would
be possible for parallel programs in Vietnam, Thailand or Myanmar. Indonesia is quite interesting. In the context of discussion of bilingual education
in that country, it means education via Indonesian and English. The minority
languages barely now get a look in, although in some provinces the minority
languages with very large populations such as Javanese, Sundanese, Madurese and Acehnese are used in some schools up to grade three. It is now
estimated that well over 90% and nearly all children starting school now
speak Indonesian, apparently making the case for bilingual education moot.
But Indonesian is very much a diglossic language, and the percentage of
people who speak anything approaching the standard language used in
education is small. The vast majority speak a low version of the language,
with in fact the colloquial version spoken in Jakarta now enjoying very
high prestige, and in many areas like Papua and Maluku, what counts as
‘Indonesian’ for census purposes is far from and not easily mutually intelligible with the standard language. Children coming to school with these as
their language background need something akin to bilingual education as
well, and in any case the diglossic situation for Indonesian is a prime area
of contestation for social inequality to arise. The Indonesian state has seen
the Indonesian language as a and perhaps the major unifying force for the
nation in building an Indonesian identity from a chain of very disparate cultures and languages strung out along over 10,000 islands, a bulwark against
disintegrative forces that so plagued the nation in its first two decades. But
interestingly this was not how the early nationalists saw it, as the Indonesian
version of the 1928 Youth Pledge demonstrates. The Young Pledge uses
the word persatuan, which means ‘association, club’, not, as the translation
would lead us to believe, penyatuan ‘unifying, joining’. Both are built on the
word satu ‘one’, but there is clearly a different perspective in the two words
on the process of nation building and development, on becoming ‘one’.
‘Association’ is a very different idea for the use of language in state policy
and far less confining than ‘unifying’. The standard language is viewed as
proper in contexts for contracts with the state for services in free association
of citizens, but it is not meant to unify them into a body of some wider consolidated ranking. It is an idea very much in keeping with my proposal of
bilingual education in minority languages: the minority and state standard
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language are of equal dignity and both valued in the education system.
Such a system of bilingual education, if implemented seriously
with full and heartfelt commitment is likely to result in stable bilingualism, with both languages having their respective domains of use and linked
genres, for example, village conversations or handwritten home notes versus
a petition to a high government official, in contrast to the widespread threat
of language death that now hangs over so many languages of the ASEAN
region. Of course, language death cannot be stopped. It has been going on
since we stopped being small bands of hunter-gatherers and settled down in
villages and then cities, increased with the rise of empires and nation-states,
especially with the colonization of the Americas, and has accelerated enormously in the last fifty years with the pace of globalization. It is now reckoned that by 2100, over half of all the world’s languages currently spoken
will have died and that is probably a conservative estimate. While extensive
language death is inevitable with the course of history, that fact does not
justify inaction on bilingual education programs for minority languages currently spoken. The inequality faced in many situations by speakers of these
languages is a real fact now and needs to be addressed now. Also stable
mulilingualism is not a new feature in the states that make up ASEAN; I
am simply arguing for its renewal as state policy now. The high degree of
convergence of structures across languages in multilingual ASEAN nations
like Thailand, Laos and the Philippines amply testifies to stable multilingualism between neighboring communities of centuries’ tenure; see, for
example, Franklin Huffman’s paper in the Journal of American Oriental
Studies (1973) on the very extensive convergence in grammatical patterns
between Thai and Khmer, due no doubt to widespread bilingualism between
the elites of these two kingdoms in earlier centuries.
But what of the other great new source of potential inequality, the
emergence of the dominance of the international language of globalization,
English? English is unquestionably now the language of international trade,
business, communications and education and is the official language of
ASEAN and the main language of business of the European Union (even
though the soon to be ex-member United Kingdom now constitutes less
than 10% of its population), and under current globalization trends it is
very hard to see this being reversed. Indeed, its position of dominance can
only become further entrenched. In the hierarchy of hegemonic languages
in the world, it is certainly unchallenged at the top and given its dominance
in the world media (eg. English is overwhelmingly the language of web

15

SW 9729-A-p298-G7.indd 15

3/27/17 4:38 PM

pages), will remain there, as the world increasingly become integrated
under globalization, regardless of the future prospects for continue dominance of the hegemonic state that speaks English natively, the United
States. Its status is clearly recognized by open globalizing states like
Singapore, which has English as the medium of instruction in its schools.
While its other three official languages, Chinese, Tamil and Malay, are
taught as subjects, English is the sole language of instruction. This has
reversed an earlier policy of bilingual education, in which English was the
medium of instruction for science and technology subjects, and the other
three official languages, depending on the student’s native language background, employed for other subjects. The continual rise of English is also
very noticeable in other areas of Singaporean life, and it in fact is now the
home everyday language of considerable sectors of the ethnically Chinese
and Indian populations (but surprisingly not the Malay population). In the
long run this may threaten the viability of Tamil in particular in Singapore,
and the current English-only educational policy could work to the disadvantage of the Malay speaking population. The Philippines follows a mixed
language policy: children from primary school are taught mathematics and
science in English and other subjects in Filipino. But this is not true bilingual education; note that none of the regional or minority languages except
Tagalog, of which Filipino is simply a standardized version, get a look in.
Children with a native language background of any of the other hundred
or so minority languages are learning in two foreign languages and thus
seriously disadvantaged, and this policy simply reinforces the dominance
and privilege of the native Tagalog speaking areas, which, of course,
includes the capital, Manila. Malaysia has had a checkered career in dealing
with the educational status of English, sometimes requiring all instruction
in its national schools, even university level, in Malay, with English taught
only as a subject. In the mid 1990s this was relaxed for universities, allowing science and technology to be taught in English and from 2002, this initiative was extended down to grade one in primary school (this is the policy
also followed by Brunei). So, if a student’s native language was Malay, the
national schools offered bilingual education, but not, if it was any other in
this multilingual nation (there are national-type schools which offer instruction in Chinese or Tamil). But in 2013 this decision was reversed again, and
Malay again became the medium of instruction in national schools. Recently, though, there have been attempts to develop bilingual education programs in some of the indigenous Aslian languages. Indonesia differs from
Singapore, Malaysia and the Philippines in that it is not a former colony of
an English speaking hegemon, the United Kingdom or the United States.
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However, the status and visibility of the language in Indonesia has increased
enormously in the last thirty years. English is taught there as a subject, compulsory for secondary school students since 2003, but Indonesian is always
the language of instruction. Between 2003 and 2013, however, certain pilot
schools nationwide, called International Standard Schools, were set up to
deliver bilingual education programs on the earlier Malaysian model, English
for science, technology and vocational subjects, Indonesian for the rest,
from year four of primary school. However, these were seen as discriminatory for the vast majority of Indonesian children who for various reasons
were denied access to them and were shut down by court order at the
beginning of 2013.
The Indonesian case brings up a central question of the role of
English in education and more widely in globalization in producing and
reproducing inequalities. Does access to international norms of English
construct and enforce inequalities and how so? Much has been made of
the rise of second language speakers’ and indigenous varieties of English,
such as Singlish (Singapore Colloquial English), usually referred to under
the tag, ‘World Englishes’, as a great leveler of the differential prestige and
status granted to varieties spoken by native speakers, especially from the
north Atlantic. But I remain skeptical. While on the whole there is a quite
reasonable latitude in acceptability for regional pronunciations of English
now (the days are long gone when an announcer on the British or Australian Broadcasting Corporations needed to have a posh ‘Received Pronunciation’ accent; Scottish or broader Australian accents are commonly
heard these days), this is not extended to matters of grammar or professional
lexis, which are expected to rigidly conform to Standard English norms of
the north Atlantic type. A Singapore businessman who insisted on using
Singlish in a formal corporate board meeting in Manhattan would quickly find himself being treated very unequally indeed (as I expect he would
be in Singapore itself as well). Speaking a language requires mastery of a
whole range of registers and genres and knowing how and when to use them
appropriately, and it is the differential mastery of these which determine
speakers’ differential prestige, i.e. the ranking on a scale of inequality. Note
that the historical dominance of English on its own in a state is not sufficient
to insure the equal diffusion of these skills; compare the per capita income
in US dollars of Singapore and the Philippines, two countries which have
similar histories of English as the colonial prestige language:
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Figure 1: Singapore and Philippine’s GDP Per capital 2014
I would argue the much greater economic development of Singapore is due in no small part (of course there are many other factors as well)
to its educational success in transmitting successfully the high status registers and genres of English to a wider range of its population. If English
is to be the global language, well educated native speakers like me who
have acquired those norms or second language speakers who have expended
much time and wealth in acquiring them, will benefit the most from
globalization if we let this language market rule unregulated, because only
a small percentage of the p opulation of the world will in the foreseeable
future have the luck, time or wealth to acquire them. The global language
market of English now definitely has its winners and losers. The cosmopolitan ‘openness of opportunity’ that control of international English is
seen to provide is very much restricted to elites in the transnational capitalist
system, though how truly open this is remains a matter of perspective.
Such elites tend to converse in English with other people pretty much like
them in their global contacts across states, and this closed inner circle perpetuates inequality. Exclusivity or preferential treatment of education to
elites in the language of these elites is bound to entrench privilege. ‘World
Englishes’ may be perfectly functional as languages of wider communication for many aspects of globalization, such as mass tourism, but there is a
glass ceiling, let us take the corporate board rooms of Manhattan, London
or Sydney as examples, which lie beyond them. How to regulate the current
lopsided market of the international English language to decrease inequality
is a very complex question to which I do not have definitive answers, but
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again they must be sought in the other two members of the trilogy, the state
and society. Parallel to the equalizing effect of bilingual education, the state
needs to develop educational policies concerning English that insure that
access to English tuition is not favored to those in socially or politically advantageous positions, private versus government schools, urban versus rural
residence, wealthy versus poorer neighborhoods or regions. The Indonesian
court decision of 2013 is a salutary lesson in that regard. It would be worth
studying, for example, the level of English competence of Jakarta residents
versus those in rural Aceh Province. As implied by that court decision, states
should work to arrest and put into reverse the trend to increased privatization
or restricted access of particularly primary and secondary education noticeable across the world, whose main selling point in instruction in English;
this can only exacerbate inequality and make addressing these issues all the
more difficult. Further, the states which speak English natively, the Anglo
American countries, could do very much more to even out the differential
privilege that accords to them through that birthright by heavily subsidizing
English language tuition in the developing world, rather than exploiting it as
an enormous cash cow bringing ever greater wealth to them, as is now the
case, under the euphemized label, ‘internationalizing education’. The British
Council and international publishers like Pearsons are particularly egregious offenders in this area. A recent article (2016) extolling the virtues and
expansions of private education in the developing world in The Economist, a
magazine in which Pearsons has a major stake, exposes the vested corporate
and national interests currently at work here. A further movement in equalizing the market could come from the societies of native English speaking
states if the people of these states took seriously their responsibility to learn
the languages of other societies. This would increase multilingualism for
native English speakers; this means they could accommodate to speakers
of other languages rather than expecting non-native English speakers
always to accommodate to them. At the moment native speakers of English
as a whole are among the worst foreign language learners, resting lazily
on the privilege their birthright as a native English speaker has conferred
on them. This would also entail further freeing ourselves of the Herderian
equation that has so dominated thinking about language policy in Europe
and elsewhere and prizes monolingualism while devaluing multilingualism,
when in fact the later has been the rule for most people in most eras.
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Finally, I want to point out that English, while it is now our necessary global language, is not a neutral instrument of communication. It comes
with a culture honed over centuries in the north Atlantic and expresses
the values of that culture even when exported to the antipodes. While these
may somewhat be neutralized in ‘World Englishes’, this fact very much
holds for the standard version of the language and its registers and genres
which carry the highest prestige. We can see the sense of this in certain core
English words that carry very specific cultural concepts not easily translated
into other languages, such as fairness, perhaps the most core of all interpersonal values in the native English speaking world. One of the earliest retorts
that English speaking children learn is ‘that’s not fair!’. Fairness is central
to Anglo American political thought and ideally, though perhaps rarely in
practice, also in business culture, so understanding what this entails is vital for successful communication in English in global contexts. But this
appears not easily arrived at. The concept of fairness is quite particular to
European and particularly English concepts of autonomy, self-reliance and
individualism. It describes the rights to pursue one’s own interests without
interference due to favor or disfavor from others. No one should have their
own needs or interests met at the expense of another’s right to meet their
needs or interests. There should also be a modicum of moderation on the
part of all concerned in asserting these rights (‘fair play’). Fairness is quite
distinct from justice, as being just is determining an outcome with respect
to some formal or informal legal or moral order that determines right from
wrong. We can say of a father that he is ‘fair’, but describing him as ‘just’ is
normally very strange indeed, as he is not expected to make decisions within
such an order, but rather to balance the conflicting demands of his family.
I asked Thai and Indonesian speaking acquaintances of mine who
are also very fluent speakers of English and long term residents of native
English speaking countries how they would translate the English words
‘fair’ and ‘fairness’ into Thai or Indonesian. They were unable to do this
fully successfully, but came up with the following alternatives:
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Concerns about the transmission of some of its less welcomed
liberal cultural values along with the English language has regularly been
discussed in political circles and the press in Singapore. Whether the continued expansion of English as a global language means these values get
ironed out in a bleached cultural hybrid expressed in a future codified global
English language or whether the values of the north Atlantic expressed in it
become world values remains to be seen, but it certainly will be interesting
to follow and indicative of the transformed internationalist world that is
inevitably and irreversibly coming into being.
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From Southeast Asian Histories to an ASEAN History
Thanet Aphornsuvan
ASEAN Studies Program, Pridi Banomyong International College,
Thammasat University
The recent development of ASEAN as a vibrant and growing regional organization has met with enthusiastic receptions from members of
the group as well as from other major partner countries outside of the region.
The image and activities of ASEAN which are conspicuous and well-known
to most people, of course, are those of and relating to economic productions
and exchanges which actually were the main characteristic of Southeast
Asia since the beginning of the hi story of the region around four-thousand
years ago. The least and more difficult aspect to find is the intellectual and
history of the region in its whole piece.
With increasing contacts and relations between people of each
country of ASEAN, there arises the need for more objective and
unbiased information and knowledge of all member nations. The subject
that is crucial for this task is no other than history. Like most premodern kingdoms and empires, the old history of Southeast Asia is also full
of wars and conflicts between neighboring countries in the region which
was populated with multi-ethnics and languages and religions.
In the past decades, attempts have been made by historians of
Southeast Asia to map out ways and means in order to build a new history
of the region by indigenous historians. The latest attempt was initiated by
the UNESCO’s Bangkok Office in 2013-14 to promote the writing of shared
histories of Southeast Asia. Inspired by the Unesco’s workshop, this paper
intends to outline and search for possible approaches and methodology in
writing a share history of Southeast Asia and ASEAN.
Realistically, it’s rather difficult to write a really shared history of
Southeast Asia with a common history and experiences so that there emerge
one general theme and development of the major institutions and peoples
of the region. The main reason is that modern Southeast Asian countries
emerged from vastly different colonial past and experiences which gave
rise to each distinctive political, economic, and cultural institute. Even after
independence, each former colonial country still had more to do with its
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former colonial master than with its neighbors in the region. In this experiment with the histories of the region that are shared the most, I found the
one on the history of nationalism and nationalist movements which was the
most important history or period of modern history of Southeast Asia in the
late 19th century to early 20th century. The core ideas which shared among
major nationalist leaders at that time were the ideas 2 of progress, freedom,
equality, all of these nourished with the feeling of idealism and hope in the
future. Yet the paradox of the nationalist history in Southeast Asia is that
once achieved its goals, the shared ideas of the movements began to give
way to the new notions and design of state power and system of the newly
nation-states, resulting in the formation of national conflicts and even armed
confrontations between neighboring countries.
Historically, the land and people of this region was known to outsiders such as the Greeks as “the Golden Chersonese” and to the Chinese and
Japanese as the “South Sea” (Nanyang or Nampo). The region of Southeast
Asia has a similar climate and cultivation methods of rice paddies, coconut
palms, banana plants and the rainforest. The destruction of the tropical rainforest is a reality in every Southeast Asian nation. Some through slash and
burn agriculture, some from government authorized cutting and logging.
The history of economic expansion is the story of the common people who
opened up new land for cultivation of new crops especially for export to the
external markets. But these common people had never been able to acquire
and build their economic stability on the very land which they had helped
to clear and build. Geography and economy thus have shaped the spatial
history of Southeast Asia. On the mainland, the landscape is dominated by
several great rivers which begin near each other high in the Himalayas, carrying water, silt and people down through fertile valleys to broad, swampy
deltas, shaping political boundaries and cultural dynamics. The Mekong
River flows from Yunnan province through Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam
and forms part of the international border between Laos and Myanmar and
Thailand. The maritime region consists of nearly 25,000 islands stretching
from the Malay Peninsula to the archipelagoes of the Philippines and
Indonesia.
Considering the name of the region, Southeast Asia, which was
coined during the World War II by the Allied Command under a British
Admiral, Lord Louis Mountbatten, is relatively new. Recent studies,
though, contest that it was the Austrian historian, Heine-Geldern, who in
the 1930s started writing anthropological history of the region which he
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named, South-East Asia. The classical and conventional study and teaching
of Southeast Asian history has been done through studies of each individual
country in chronological manner. This historical narrative has given rise
to a strong center perspective stubbornly dominates the writing of Southeast Asian histories. The state-centric narratives have been one of the
most common methods of study of the region, producing rigorous concepts
like the “mandala”, “solar system” and “charter state”1 Geography and
culture thus shaped the patterns of state formation and kingship as proper
political authority in the region. The themes and story lines of kings and
the wars between the center and periphery and narratives of various unfree
peoples of the region were standard rendering. Therefore, any attempts to
write the shared history of the region need to transcend the traditional historiography of empires and centers and looking for the peripheral elements
of society and community. The era of national awakening and consciousness in the 19th century was significant because it gave the new forces and
visions to the elite and commoners to reflect and pondering on the nature
of their respective societies across the region. The main driver of the movement was the anti-colonialism idea which was a product of modernity that
had been established in the colonial and semi-colonial states. The common
collective nationalist visions acted as powerful agents of social mobilization. Yet, the ideological foundations of nationalism have been various
and locally specific. Most sprang from the circumstances fostering social
identity formation in early contacts with Western powers. Over time modern
political and cultural ideologies developed as a counter or competing ideas
against the traditional political authority centering on the local charismatic
and powerful leaders like monarchs and emperors, which hitherto acted as
the epitome and validator of the body politic, defined in terms of a universe
of moral discourse that, through shared religion, language, law, and custom,
exercised authority over all who came within its reach. This is evident
among the indigenous peoples of the core regions of Burma, Siam and Vietnam, Java and elsewhere.
The rational and force of nationalism was its ability and persuasiveness in empowering the common people of their legitimate place and
role in the new “imagined communities.” The nationalist idea of the early
modern nation-state quickly grasped the hearts and minds of the young

1

The mandala was introduced by O.W. Wolters, the solar system and charter state by Victor
Liebermann.
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intelligentsia because of its secular ideas that provided shared visions
and hope for Southeast Asian peoples. The definition of nationalist
ideas in each society then led the leaders to draw the line between
those who were in the ideology and those who were outside. Such a practice
led to the exclusion of some and limitation of the other in relation to the formation of the new nation. Nationalism was attractive because it originated
within the growing community from which people shared their common
ideas and practices. Without state power in their hands, the early nationalist
leaders were more inclined towards liberal sentiment and Enlightenment
ideas that had been disseminated throughout the colonial states, like the
ideas of progress, social development, and modern visions of humanism.
The Idea of Hope
Considering nationalism from its idealism one can see the aspect
of social aspiration for something novel and transformative. Such commitments were possible in the hearts and minds of the young men and women
of the proto-nationalist movements because nationalism gave them the hope
for the coming future. It was the first time in the history of the region that
a secular idea was able to give so much hope to the common people of the
region in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In the pre-modern era there was a feeling of hope in the people’s mind but that hope was
situated within or coming from the religious texts or teaching. The goal
of religious hope was to be free or liberated from the cycle of suffering
and from uncertainty of the worldly matters in order to achieve certainty
or destination and fulfillment in the next world. But pre-modern hope was
not necessarily connected to the future life of the people. Thai Buddhists
believed in the next life and heaven which were not the new life and new
world. Christians and Islamic also believed in life after death from which
a clear line between this world and the other world was drawn, thereby
making their ideas of hope had connections with the other world and life in
the future much more so than of Buddhists and Brahmanism. However, the
most significant movement of secular idea that gave rise to the idea of hope
was the rise of Humanism, which originated and grew into a vast cultural
movement in Europe in the 15th century. The Humanist movement ultimately created a new human by making him/her the center of the world and
universe, replacing God and the teaching of the Bible. Humanism therefore
became the powerful ideology in empowering new belief in the capability
of man in conquering worldly obstacles and created the world according
to the wish of man. The example of such an idea was from Giovanni Pico
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della Mirandola who said “We can become what we will” and Leon Battista
Alberti who said, “Men can do all things if they will.” The famous modern
European philosopher, Friedrich Nietzsche, declared that God is dead and
we had to choose between God and man.
Essentially, hope in the modern sense is the gaze of the future to
the future with certainty. This new idea came with the emphasis upon the individual human-being as a rational being equipped with the ability to argue
with reasons instead of resorting to religious faith and belief in explaining
social changes and its causes. The stream of modern ideas, originated within
European intellectual development, flew into Southeast Asia through the
modern education institutes, colonial administration, religion and trade.
Nationalism was one of the major influential ideas which found favorable
followers in many cities all over the region. The impact of individuality
might not have had significant contribution as much as the aspect of hope
and desire for the liberated nation, a notion which was still unclear and fluid.
But the force and power of the idea were felt by many of the mostly young
intelligentsia of Southeast Asia in the late nineteenth century.
For the new men and women, the new idea that had formed in the
initial phase of the movement was independence and freedom, not for themselves, but for the unborn and utopian community long before the concepts
of state and nation finally conceived. Its radical aspect was the break with
the past. These new young men and women were looking at change and
progress into the future with no rooms and feeling left for them to going
back to the past. The idea of nationalism thus was a kind of a break with
the past and was something that started out of nowhere. The following description shows the appearance and inspiration of the proto-nationalist idea
in the Philippines and Siam. The two countries were totally different in their
respective histories and the forces driving the people. Yet we can see some
traces of the new notion of idea of man and society.
The first Southeast Asian intellectual who insinuated the idea calling
for the new hope and future for the people and a nation in his novels was
Jose Rizal of the Philippines. His calling for the new nation was the happiness of the land and people. But in order for the natives to be able to achieve
such ideal hope they must first be aware of and realized in the real political
situation of the country which Rizal ably crafted into his famous novel, Noli
me tangere. In the preface of his novel, he wished to “lay bare the social
cancer” afflicting the country which had been under Spanish colonial rule.
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By exposing the corrupt colonial power and its breakdown in Philippines
society in the last two decades of the nineteenth century, he antagonized
both church and state and was arrested, exiled and finally, in 1896, executed
before a firing squad. His chosen form of novel, which was very new in
the region, to translating his critical and even radical ideas into a popular
discourse affecting the heart and mind of the readers whom he never knew,
was revolutionary. The appearance of a novel as a new form of popular
commodity coincided with the rise of a proto-nation2. The simultaneous
emergence of nation and novel therefore gave rise to a concept of society
and new feeling of hope for the future.
The important point here is Rizal’s ability to chart the new vision
out of the critique of the old powerful institutes, a future alternative to Spanish
domination.3 Crucial to his envision was the final spiritual break with the
Catholic Church. This was shown clearly in Noli when he could say, toward
the end of Father Damaso’s sermon that “finally, God said enough.” From
then on it was Rizal who assumed the place and words of God and State to
talk to the people. His farewell poem, “Mi ultimo adios”4 envisioned his
dream of the new fatherland of nation in which people could enjoy happiness.
Farewell, my adored Land, region of the sun caressed, Pearl of
the Orient Sea, our Eden lost, With gladness I give you my life, sad and
repressed; And were it more brilliant, more fresh and at its best, I would still
give it to you for your welfare at most.
……………………………………………………
My dreams, when scarcely a lad adolescent, My dreams when already a youth, full of vigor to attain, Were to see you, Gem of the Sea of
the
Orient, Your dark eyes dry, smooth brow held to a high plane, Without
1
frown,
without wrinkles and of shame without stain.
2
……………………………………………………
2
Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. (London: Verso, 1983).
3
Cf. Vicente L. Rafael, Contracting Colonialism: Translation and Christian Conversion in
Tagalog Society under Early Spanish Rule (Quezon City, Manila: Ateneo de Manila University
Press, 1988), p. 219.
4
“My Last Farewell,” translation by Encarnacion Alzona & Isidro Escare Abeto. Wikipediaaccessed on 23 September 2015; https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mi_%C3%BAltimoadi%C3%B3s.
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My idolized Country, for whom I most gravely pine, Dear Philippines, to my last goodbye, oh, harken There I leave all: my parents, loves of
mine, I’ll go where there are no slaves, tyrants or hangmen Where faith does
not kill and where God alone does reign. Farewell, parents, brothers, beloved by me, Friends of my childhood, in the home distressed; Give thanks
that now I rest from the wearisome day; Farewell, sweet stranger, my friend,
who brightened my way; Farewell to all I love; to die is to rest.
Another example of a new vision and hope for the new nation was
about the emancipation of slavery in Siam in the late nineteenth century.
The abolition of slavery by King Chulalongkorn is a well-known history
and need no more detail discussion here. The decision to abolish slavery in
the kingdom had not gained favorably support from the nobility and merchants because it cut directly into their vested interests and status of the
master/owner of the servile people. Even the commoners themselves also
felt that slavery was a necessary economic means for them to borrow money
in difficult times to feed the family. Notwithstanding much opposition to
his plan for the emancipation of slavery from different sectors of society,
King Chulalongkorn firmly continued to launch his idea of freeing slaves in
the Thai kingdom by compromising with all sectors ideas and making it a
gradual process. Knowing the adverse effects arising from slavery abolition
in Russia and America, the King decided to postpone the initial October
18, 1874 the “Announcement concerning the age and price regulation of
child ‘slaves’[that]and free children” [Prakat krasian ayu luk that luk thai]5
slavery scheme until his political power was finally centralized in his own
hands. The gradual abolition of slavery thus took 31 years to fully achieving
its goal in 1905.
What was the main reason in this historic mission? In the Decree
it stated that “the King had consulted with the ministers and the Council
of State in promoting this law to be the law of the land for the benefit and
happiness of the Siamese in the future.”6 The key word here is “happiness”
of the Siamese people, which I think was very novel idea at that time.
According to Buddhist teaching on human being and life, the emphasis is
on suffering and the way to extinguish the cycle of suffering. Happiness and
other worldly feelings are not regarded as positive attribute to human life.

5
6

Chatchai Panananon, p. 204.
Ibid, p. 205.
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On the contrary these feelings are the sources of all evil and immoral
practices which people should stay away from them. Furthermore,
the King also focused his plan on the young people as the future of the
country. He elaborated in moral terms that,
“…according to the old law, a child of that [slave] born while his
parents were in servitude has to become that [slave] and has a price. …I
think that it is unkind[mai karuna] to consider a child born of that while
his parents were in servitude to be a that also and impose a price upon him
from the moment he was born for one hundred years and more. A child is
born innocent and yet is penalized for the wrong he never committed. He
has to suffer because of the wrong of his parents, not of his own. Therefore
he should not be made that [slave] for life.”
The King thus also expressed his view on social justice in society
in which slavery practice was one of the blatant practices of unjust especially
to the children. The abolition of slavery was one reform that initiated by
the King during the last two decades of the 19th century. The ideas which
covered these reforms ranging from economic to politics and public health
and education and transportation were progress and prosperity. Overall his
modern ideas called into question of many old and traditional practices and
customs such as the crawling on the floor when attending the king’s audience, and started to implement schooling for children, and the rule of law in
administration throughout the kingdom.
Where did Chulalongkorn get these modern ideas? Like elite families all over Southeast Asia at that time, Chulalongkorn had experiences of
modern education with royal private teacher, Anna Leonowens, the English
governess who became Chulalongkorn’s English teacher when he was a
young prince. She recalled that the young prince often deplored the “cruelty
with which the slaves were treated.” “Speaking of slavery one day, he said
to me: ‘These are not slaves, but nobles; they know how to bear. It is we,
the princes, who have yet to learn which is the nobler, the oppressor or the
suppressed.” And another time when he heard of President Lincoln assassination, he told her that, “if he ever lived to reign over Siam, he would reign
over a free and not enslaved nation…”7
1

7

Anna Leonowens, The English Governess at the Siamese Court. (Boston: Fields, Osgood, &
Co., 1970), p. 285.
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The abolition of slavery thus was seen by Chulalongkorn as a
necessary condition for the good and progress of the country. In his mind
the new entity of Siam was not simply an extension of the king’s charismatic power as prescribed in the Buddhist political discourse. But it was
an organic entity composed of various groups and ethnic people whose
welfare was the basis for the existence of a sovereign nation. He desired
to foster a custom and practice that is beneficial and just and to abolish
any custom and practice that does not render progress to the people.
In contrast to the traditional Buddhist world-view, his vision of
human-being and the world was new and modern in a sense of breaking
with the old Siamese past and ideas, especially in gazing at the young and
the new element of development and pay attention to the attendant factors
influencing the process of social change and development. It is possibly
that, in the deep contacts with powerful Western countries, Chulalongkorn
and other Siamese intellectuals at that time, began to perceive a new concept
of ‘society’ which hitherto had not existed in Thai Buddhist concept of man
and the world. This proto-national concept began to formulate the place
and rationale for members of the nation whose social backgrounds were
informed by their increasingly liberal economic and political ideologies.
The first generation of Southeast Asian leaders whose life experiences were conditioned by European colonialism, thus shared a similar
vision and hope of new and independent future society which would give
new meanings and entity to the younger generation. The idea of nationalism
therefore developed out of this youthful hope of the new place in which
everyone “shares a common destiny, a common future.” Ultimately, they
feel bound by a “deep horizontal comradeship.”8 It’s not accident then to see
the names of the groups and movements which spearheaded the sentiments
and opinion against the colonial governments and autocracy in the region in
the late nineteenth century, for example, the Jong Java (Young Java), Indonesian Muda (Young Indonesian), Jong Islamientenbond (League of Young
Muslims) and Jong Minahasa (Young Minahasa). In Siam the “Sayam Num”
or Young Siamese whose members ironically came from Chulalongkorn’s
younger siblings and junior officials formed into a political group in order
to struggle against the Bunnag noble family which had political controlled
over the young monarch.
8

Benedict Anderson, “Indonesian Nationalism Today and in the Future,” Indonesia No. 67

(April 1999), p. 3.
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The significant phenomenon arising from their common practices
was the international travel and assistance. These young activists who came
from different classes and nations and languages moved from one country
to another and stayed together in one city to organize and expand the patriotic and nationalist movements at home. The nationalist movements would
not be able to accomplish what they hoped for if the movements had not
been grown outside the country. They were a product of the international
cross-border circulations of people and ideas. Intellectually, their ideas
traveled in and out of the region to serve the needs of the quest for a new
vision of an imagined community. They shared the similar vision of a new
nation and a people freed from oppressed government or ruling classes.
They showed the distinct characteristic of the first generation of nationalist
fighters who were ready to sacrifice their whole lives for the cause without
hesitation or qualms about the risk.
For the Philippines nationalist history, the story of Rizal is wellknown. But what about the number two leaders like Mariano Ponce whom
historians dub as the last Propagandist of the “Propaganda Movement”
which disseminated the modern Enlightenment-inspired reformist ideas of
Filipino nationalism in the late nineteenth century. Characteristic of this
generation of nationalist activists, Ponce traveled to metropolitan Europe,
Hong Kong and Japan, including a final trip to Indochina before coming
home to Manila after 20 years of absence. His revolutionary activities in
Hong Kong, where the Hong Kong Junta was active, and Japan gave him
opportunities to meet key leaders of the nationalist movements including
Kang You-wei, the Chinese leader of the “Hundred Days of Reform” in
1895 and Sun Yat-sen of the Kuomintang. In 1899, Ponce participated in
meetings of the “Oriental Young Men’s Society,” which was established
in Tokyo by students from different Asian countries, including Koreans,
Chinese, Japanese, Indians, Siamese, and Filipinos. Colonial Philippines,
compared to the rest of Southeast Asian states at that time, was producing
educated middle class in the image of the West more than any other Southeast Asian colonial states. The flows of political and cultural ideas figured
differently depending on the historical contexts and interplay of forces at
the time.
Similar lesser known of nationalist figures in the period of national
struggle for independence and freedom of the nation could be found in other
Southeast Asian countries, which would give a more nuance and complex
stories of the nationalist movements and the birth of the nations. By focus-
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ing on this second tier group, we can see more clearer the early patriots or
nationalist activists were internationalists and not simply local and narrow
nationalists who concerned only with the independence of their own countries. Indonesian activists then would not spend much time pondering over
the historical fact that the previous kings of Aceh used to take away coastal
land from the Minangkabau’s to be their own colony. Siamese nationalists
would not put blames on the Burmese people for the sack of Ayutthaya
twice. This kind of national mentality must make contemporary people turn
their heads upside down for they believe on the opposite. Without grounding the histories of each nation in a clear and objective story, we will not be
able to understand that the nationalist ideas were not the legacy inherited
from the splendid ancestors in the past. They, however, were a common
project for the present and for the future generation. This national project
actually called for the sacrifice of one’s self not the sacrifice of the others.
From this historical fact, even the first generation of the nationalist movements could not imagine that they had any authority or right to kill their own
compatriots or citizens of the nation. On the contrary, those nationalists believed that they were the ones who must first have the courage to be arrested
and imprisoned, tortured and exiled by the state power. Their sacrifice was
meant for the happiness and freedom of the other patriots in the future. Such
idealism and hope would be faded away by the time of the establishing of
the new independent nation-state of Southeast Asia after the World War II.
Although the vision of hope and progress could sufficiently be
considered as a share idea among the proto-nationalist leaders of the region,
the subsequent history of the realization and creation of the new independence nation-states does not follow the same hopeful beginning. The irony
of nationalism thus was its contradictory forces and practices which would
be carried out in the era of nation-building after achieving independence. At
the moment of the formation and growth of new nations of Southeast Asia,
the history of the region gives way to each individual histories of Southeast
Asia. Ho Chi-minh, Sukarno, and Chulalongkorn became nationalist leaders
of Socialist Vietnam, Republic of Indonesia, and absolutist Siam. Their
share visions and hope of the future were no longer connected and relevant
to the histories of the other nations. With independence, the new nations
now were armed with the state power and its ruling institutes which made
possible the modern functions of the government and continued with the
task of defining the new meaning of nation and how to rule or govern over
the increasingly multiethnic and plural society. The history of nation-building
is totally another story.
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The Unfinished History of Nation-Building
As shown clearly to the observers, the task of building the fullfledged nation-states of Southeast Asia which claimed their ‘sovereign
equality’ with the rest of the independent countries in the United Nations
Organization has been far from finishing their projects. The two major
problems concerning the nation-building project were the proper form of a
nation-state and economic organization and management. The first had to
do with the issue of political development which eventually boiled down
to the issue of democratization. The most problematic issue that reflected
the political failure after four decades of nation-building was violent separatism particularly by the Rohingyas in Myanmar, the Muslims in Mindanao of the Philippines and Southern Thailand, and Ache of Indonesia.
The second problem of economic development path was influenced by the
radical anti-colonialism and capitalism, resulting in the retarded growth and
development of the bourgeoisie as a meaningful partner in the process of
nation-building. The last factor which determined the shape and national
policies of the new nation-states was the Cold War that started almost the
same time when Southeast Asia was searching for its place and role in the
world community.
The complicated and even misleading concept of nation-state has
to do with the combination of two distinct notions and practices yet perceived as one unified component. The state is concrete and has structure
and hierarchy. In the early period it often referred to as a human community
which successfully monopolized the use of force with legitimacy. After its
complex development, the state was more conspicuous in its power relations, and more abstract organization in that it was not human nor community but arose above them. The state is sovereign so that it can use power without sharing with the other. It also is territorial for its rule over the population
within its territory only. Therefore, the legitimacy of the state especially the
regime that controls it has become the fiercely contested issue.
The nation, on the other hand, is more amorphous. It appeals more
on emotion and hope of the future and egalitarianism. It reflects a group of
people in a community, having a shared culture, residing in a definite land
and having a shared past and future, including claims of rights and selfgovernment.9 These shared feelings help the national community to cohere and
9

Monteserrat Guibernau, Nationalisms: The Nation-State and Nationalism in the Twentieth
Century, (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 1996), p. 47.
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to give it legitimacy. The relation between state and nation is sometimes
refers to as a marriage between husband and wife. The state acts more
like head of the country while the nation is more like the moral light and
soul of the country. Occasionally nation and state enter into an uneasy
alliance to help each other out. Their relationship is interdependent, but
also “inherently unstable and a source of conflict, so they quarrel with
each other.”10 Actually, most of the nationalist movements spent their initial
struggles by becoming the enemy of the state whether colonial, feudal or
absolutism. Historically, the state was older than the nation. Ironically,
once achieving independence, the nation was then invented by the nationalist leaders to be older than the state.11
The common historical phenomenon of nation-building in Southeast Asia was the attempt to build a strong state and democratic form of
government modeled after the West. Indonesia under president Sukarno ended with the Guided Democracy, Burma with the British democracy (1948-62), Siam and later Thailand under the People’s Party and Field
Marshal Phibun (1932-1957), and the Philippines was able to keep its democracy last longer until President Marcos decided to turn it around in the
same path with other Southeast Asian governments. The next period of nation-building culminated in the new form of authoritarianism and the use
of force in taking over the governments. Government leaders now came
from the “new new men” with the background from the army. For example, Gen. Sarit Thanarat in Thailand who staged a coup in 1957 and 1958,
Gen Newin in 1962, and Gen Suharto in 1965, and Marcos declared the
martial law in 1972. Unlike the early nationalist movements which strongly adhere to their youth and global ideology, the authoritarian states were
attracted to the idea of “new”. Suharto’s Indonesia thus declared a “new
order” for the people to follow. Marcos created his new political party,
Kilusang Bagong Lipunan (New Society Movement) to which political
scientists called the new regime as constitutional dictatorship. Thailand
under Sarit invented a new “Thai Democracy” but under the pretext of
the old ideology of righteous king (dhama raja). Newin pushed forward

10

Craig J. Reynolds, “Nation and State in Histories of Nation-Building, with Special Reference to Thailand,” in Wang Gungwu, ed., Nation-Building: Five Southeast Asian Histories
(Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2005), p. 24.
11
Benedict Anderson, “Indonesian Nationalism: Today and in the Future,” Indonesia, No. 67,
(April 1999), p. 1-11.
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with the Burmese Way to Socialism. All of them featured the similar practice of neglecting and discarded the participation of the nation or civil society in their nation-building projects. Soon political conflict erupted between
the people and minorities with the governments.
The post-Cold War era saw the unthinkable policies and brutal executions by the state on the youth and progressive group of the population
simply because they had professed a different political ideology from the
state and ruling government. Historically, such a practice was a product of
the colonial government when it ruled over the natives. It should not come
from the local national government. Indonesia witnessed the massacre of
1965, the Philippines during the era of the martial law in the 1970s, and
Thailand in the massacre at Thammasat University on 6 October 1976. Stories and memories of those unfortunate freedom fighters and their families
had been expunged from a national past because of their radical political
ideologies. For more than fifty years, they and their families were regarded
as the enemies of the state and the nation. The nation-building project that
had been defined and launched by the authoritarian regime gave rise to the
one-sided official national history. The national history under the guidance
and rule of the authoritarian governments resulted in the similar national
history which had no common people’s life and mind. Rather it was the
old form of a royal chronicle depicting the story and succession of the next
rulers and the continuity of the victorious dynasty. Under such political
atmosphere and mentality and the suppressed of freedom of expression,
there was no space and legitimate role for the true national history. And, of
course, under such politically biased history that the prejudice and antagonistic attitudes towards one’s neighboring countries had been written and
propagated to serve the need of the regimes not of the peoples.
Finally, the opportunity to rewrite and reinterpret the national history came after the collapse or demise of the authoritarian regimes by people’s power and revolt. The revolt of the nation against the state was the
phenomenon of Southeast Asian nation-states in the last two decades of the
20th century. The EDSA Revolution in 1986 produced the People’s Power
and removed the army from the sole monopolizing of the state and politics.
The similar peoples’ power revolt took place in Thailand in the 14 October
1973 uprising, and in Indonesia mass protests and demonstrations in 1998
led to the end of Suharto’s New Order regime. The immediate result of the
people’s power revolt was the academic revolt in the writing and interpreting of the national history. From the massacre of 1965 to the October 1976
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and post-1986 in Manila, for the first time after half a century of the unfinished national history that the unspoken history of the victims who were
murdered and denounced as pariah of the nation now began to be reinstated
within the nation’s history. With the more objective political attitudes and
freedom, historians are able to reconstruct the history without prejudice and
bias so that the opportunity to construct the shared histories of the region is
more imminent.
Conclusion
History and historical writing are seen as professional academic
construct. But in reality the art of history has been tempered and influenced
enormously by the state and the nation-building project. The past fifty years
of nation-building in Southeast Asia produced the unfinished national history. The shared history of Southeast Asia or ASEAN is possible by emphasizing more on the nation and community over the state and government.
It must be a people’s history based upon the real life of multiethnic and
cultures of the people who had engaged in the processes of creating a new
nation since the colonial days to the era of nation-building. From their brave
and courageous struggle and movements, one discerns prominent ideas of
progress, hope, and better future figured among their thinking and political discourse. In a fuller and meaningful discursive practice, these positive
ideas and feelings metamorphosed into popular nationalism which gave
them the hope for the coming future. The shared people’s history of Southeast Asia will embrace the global by situating its local community within
the global context. It will bring back the early nationalist ideology of global
comradeship and egalitarianism. It will be the first time in the history of the
region that the common peoples’ aspiration for the future and egalitarianism
of the community and of the region as well as of the world could be written
in earnest.
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International Boundary Disputes in ASEAN: Spirits and Prospects1
Akkharaphong Khamkhun2
Abstract
The total twenty cases of land and maritime boundary disputes
among states in Southeast Asia (excludes Thailand) from the past up to the
present, thirteen of them can be settled while another seven cases are being resolved. Thus, most of the boundary disputes in Southeast Asia can
be settled by three factors; 1. The explicit and clearness of the boundary
definitions existed in the historical official documents which the claimant
states had mutual agreement since the colonial period. 2. The mutual trust
between the claimant states effectively entertains the process of bilateral
negotiation which also leads to the constructive international relations. 3.
The government of the claimant states tends to use the international boundary disputes as a domestic political tool during the unstable situation of the
government itself but at the end it becomes the uncontrollable public issues
that affect to the international problem between its neighboring countries.
If the government’s intention is to create the applicable policies towards the
international boundary management, it will effectively facilitate the persons
who are working and responsible for boundary negotiation.
Keywords: international boundary dispute, land boundary, maritime
boundary, dispute settlement, ASEAN Mechanism
International Boundary Disputes have been widely interested by
scholars from various disciplinary around the world. It is because such a
topic dealing with geography, strategic security, military, international law,
international relations, as well as international economics. It is because the
issues of international boundary disputes become an obstacle which affects to the increasing global trend of international relations in the present
day. Moreover, in many cases, the international boundary disputes have
led to the use of violence or military mission of the disputed parties to
fight against each other. Observing within Southeast Asian region only, the
1
This paper is part of the research in Thai titled “การจัดการขอพิพาทเขตแดนในอาเซียน (Boundary
Dispute Management in ASEAN)” done in 2015 under the ASEAN Watch Project funded by
Thailand Research Fund (TRF).
2
Pridi Banomyong International College, Thammasat University Tha Phrachan
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promotion of becoming one “ASEAN Community” after the midnight of
31 December 2015 has raised so many following questions such as the
differences among the member states could lead to the difficulties of “one
community” due to many existed boundary issues between the countries
in the region.
It is inevitable to deny that Globalization has conceived the idea
of “borderless world” demanding to dilute the significant of the “boundary lines”. It seems to be internet and cyber space are playing the role of
opening beyond the “National Boundary”. We can see this phenomenon of
people browse the information outside their national territory. European
Union is another factor that makes the world perceived that the boundary
lines between nations have changed its function from protection to connection when the people of European countries can freely travel among
their neighboring states. Nevertheless, there is a big notion that before the
boundary line changed its functions, cleared line is needed, or in other
word, we probably need to have a borderline before a borderless.
Although, nowadays we are facing to mega trend of the borderless
world which aims to the flow of information exchange through the wireless
internet technology, in fact we are still living within another type of the
limited world of boundary which truly influences over our imagination and
controlling our perception. This type of boundary is neither limited within
the national geography nor the physical fences because we cannot see it by
eyes. These invisible boundaries have controlled our daily life, designating
the limit of what is included and excluded. They also define “us and here”
which mean everything inside the borderline, vis-à-vis “them and there”
which mean everything outside the line. So, it is a necessity to “draw the
line” for the purpose of the state administration and the consistency of
“our” maximum political and economic interests which sometimes ignoring “them” of the opposite side. Moreover, we can say that “borderline” is
an obstacle to the movement of people, capitals, goods and services as well
as the limitation of knowledge, perception, thinking and imagination.
Since 1967, ASEAN has been playing the vital role of regional
cooperation, unless many international boundary disputes have existed
before its formation. When Cambodia and Thailand agreed to bring the
case concerning the Temple of Preah Vihear into the process of dispute
settlement under the International Court of Justice (ICJ) in 1959 (this is
six years after Cambodian independence in 1953) then three years later on
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15 June 1962 the ICJ declared, with nine votes for and three against, that
the Temple of Preah Vihear is situated in territory under the sovereignty
of Cambodia. Unfortunately, next fifty years later on 28 April 20111 Cambodia requested for interpretation of the ICJ’s judgment of 15 June 1962
until the ICJ declared the final judgment on 11 November 20132 demanding
both states must cooperate between themselves and with the international
community in the protection of the site as a world heritage. It shows that at
the end of the day both countries need to do the bilateral talk to completely
resolve the problem. So that, we can see the dispute settlement mechanism
by court is not the final result of dispute settlement but ICJ can make both
disputed parties to agree to employ the non-violence method of dispute
settlement or in other word ICJ can slow down the military fighting and
violence along the border. It proves that the dispute settlement by peaceful
means. It is true that dispute over the Preah Vihear between Cambodia and
Thailand is one of the boundary disputes that generated unhealthy international affairs environment in the region.
Other international boundary disputes such as the case of Malaysia
and Indonesia during the formation of the Federation of Malaysia in 1963
when Sarawak and Sabah agreed to be part of Malaysia which was disagreed
by Indonesia. President Suharto declared the national policy of “konfrontasi”
by employing military mission along the border on Borneo Island.3 The confrontation took place almost four years from January 1963 to August 1966.
Moreover, the issues of boundary and territorial dispute on Borneo Island included Sabah issue between Malaysia and the Philippines when the successor
of Sulu Sultan claimed that Sabah belongs to the Philippines.4 President Diosdado Macapagal also officially declared the claim in 1962 which become
one of his political agenda and used Sabah dispute as national propaganda
for his political interests. The Philippines has tried to bring the case into the
judgment of ICJ in 1964, but there is no further action until nowadays.
3

See Request for Interpretation of the Judgment of 15 June in the Case Concerning the Temple
of Preah Vihear (Cambodia v. Thailand). Accessed on 10 January, 2016, available at http://
www.icj-cij.org/docket/files/151/16470.pdf
4
See International Court of Justice, Judgment of 11 November 2013 Report of Judgments,
Advisory Opinions and Orders. Request for Interpretation of the Judgment of 15 June in the
Case Concerning the Temple of Preah Vihear (Cambodia v. Thailand). Accessed on 10 January,
2016, available at http://www.icj-cij.org/docket/files/151/17704.pdf
5
U.S. Department of State, Office of the Geographer. Indonesia –Malaysia Boundary. (International Boundary Study, No.45 of March 15, 1965), pp. 2-3. Accessed on 20 September 2013,
available at http://fla.st/1CC6xYt
6
Artemio V. Panganiban. Understanding the Sabah dispute, Philippine Daily Inquirer, Saturday, March 2nd, 2013. Accessed on 23 April 2014, available at http://bit.ly/1cdfPhr
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The most interesting and prominent boundary dispute in
Southeast Asia which draws attention of various scholars is Spratly Islands in the South China Sea. It is the most complicated maritime dispute in the world because more than one party has claimed their sovereignty over many islands and islets in the area. The overlapping area of
more than 170 geographical features was claimed by six countries include Vietnam, Malaysia, Brunei, the Philippines, and China/Taiwan.5
The boundary disputes among member states in Southeast Asia
(excludes Thailand) were originated during the colonial period when they
were agreed to start the delimitation and demarcation of the international boundary lines that define the juridical sovereignty of the present-day
Southeast Asian countries. The genesis of the boundary disputes is that
after Southeast Asian countries became independence, they have inherited
all related documents and used them as the basis evidences of the modern boundary negotiation with the adjacent states. This paper is trying to
explore the boundary disputes among states in Southeast Asia (excludes
Thailand) from the past up to the present. The total twenty cases of land and
maritime boundary dispute, thirteen of them can be settled while another
seven cases are being resolved, reveal the history of delimitation and demarcation process between the claimant states in Southeast Asia. Then, to
examine the treaties, conventions, agreements, maps, and other related official documents pertaining to the management of boundary line construction
made prior and during the colonial period. This paper will broadly describe
twenty cases of international boundary disputes in Southeast Asian region
excluded Thailand. (see Table 1)

7
See more at Pan Shiying, South China Sea and the International Practice of the Historic Title
(Paper delivered to American Enterprise Institute conference on the South China Sea, September 7-9, 1994), p.5; Pan Shiying, The Nansha Islands: A Chinese Point of View, Window
(Hong Kong: September 3, 1993), p. 35; Steven Kuan-Tsyh Yu. “Who Owns the Paracels and
Spratlys? An Evaluation of the Nature and Legal Basis of the Conflicting Territorial Claims,”
in Fishing in Troubled Waters: Proceeding of an Academic Conference on Territorial Claims in
the South China Sea (R. D. Hill, Norman G. Owen and E.V Roberts, eds., Hong Kong: Centre
of Asian Studies, University of Hong Kong, 1991). pp. 48-55.
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Table 1: Land and Maritime Boundary Disputes in Southeast Asia
(excluded Thailand)
No. Disputed Area
1
Land Boundary on Borneo
Island
2
Limbang
3
Sabah
4
Land Boundary
5
Boundary on Mekong
6
Land Boundary
7
Land Boundary
8
Continental Shelf Boundary in
the Striate of Malacca and South
China Sea
9
Territorial Sea in the Striate of
Malacca
10 Territorial Sea in the Striate of
Singapore
11 Historic Waters
12 Defined Area of the Continental
Shelf
13 Territorial Sea in the Strait of
Johor
14 Continental Shelf Boundary
15 Maritime Boundary
16 Miangas Island
17 Pulau Ligitan and Pulau Sipadan
18 Ambalat Oil Block
19 The Three Rocks Dispues
20 Spratly Islands

Disputed States
Malaysia-Indonesia

Status
Unsettled

Malaysia-Brunei
Malaysia-Philippines
Laos-Vietnam
Laos-Myanmar
Laos-Cambodia
Cambodia-Vietnam
Indonesia-Malaysia

Agreed to settle March 16, 2009
Unsettled
Settled March 1, 1990
Settled June 11, 1994
Unsettled
Unsettled
Settled October 27, 1969

Indonesia-Malaysia

Settled October 8, 1971

Indonesia-Singapore

Settled May 25, 1973

Cambodia-Vietnam
Malaysia-Vietnam

Settled September 7, 1982
Settled June 5, 1992

Malaysia-Singapore

Settled August 7, 1995

Indonesia-Vietnam
Brunei-Malaysia
Indonesia-Philippines
Indonesia-Malaysia
Indonesia-Malaysia
Malaysia-Singapore
Brunei-MalaysiaPhilippines-VietnamChina/Taiwan

Settled June 26, 2003
Agreed to settle March 16, 2009
Unsettled
ICJ ruled December 17, 2002
Unsettled
ICJ ruled May 23, 2008
Unsettled
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Southeast Asian Land Boundary Disputes
By land, Southeast Asia has two major disputed areas; three cases
on the Borneo Island and four cases among the CLMV countries.
(see Picture 1)
Group 1 composed of international boundary on Borneo Island
which are;
1. Land Boundary between Malaysia and Indonesia
2. Limbang Territory between Malaysia and Brunei
3. Sabah Territory between Malaysia and the Philippines.
Group 2 is the land boundary on the former Indochina or CLMV
countries which are;
4. Land boundary between Laos and Vietnam
5. Boundary in the Mekong River between Laos and Myanmar
6. Land Boundary between Laos and Cambodia
7. Land Boundary between Cambodia and Vietnam.

Picture 1: Map of Land Boundary Dispute Locations in Southeast Asia
(excluded Thailand)
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Southeast Asian Maritime Boundary Disputes
By sea, the boundary disputes in Southeast Asia (excluded Thailand) can be broadly divided into four areas included Strait of Malacca, Gulf
of Thailand, Southeast China Sea, and Sulawesi or Celebes Sea. (see Picture
2 and Table 2) These boundary disputes are mostly because of the formation
of the law of the sea did not settled at the time of dispute and the demarcation method is varied due to the agreement between the disputed parties.
Table 2: Maritime Disputes in Southeast Asia (excluded Thailand)
Disputed Area
Disputed States
Continental Shelf
Indonesia-Malaysia
Territorial Sea / Striate of Malacca
Indonesia-Malaysia
Territorial Sea / Striate of Singapore
Indonesia-Singapore
Historic Waters
Cambodia-Vietnam
Defined Area of Continental Shelf
Malaysia-Vietnam
Territorial Sea in the Strait of Johor
Malaysia-Singapore
Continental Shelf Boundary
Indonesia-Vietnam
y
Maritime Boundary
Brunei-Malaysia
y
y
Miangas
Indonesia-Philippines
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Spirits and Prospects of Boundary Disputes in Southeast Asia
Originally, the concept of “modern boundary line” in Southeast
Asia was conceived during 19th Century by the invention of a “map” or the
introduction of “topographic technique” of the western powers. In order to
manage their colonial system, the western powers need to know the limits of
juridical sovereignty. Then the process of delimitation and demarcation of
the occupied territories became more intensive and inclusive. This process
leads to the new “line of separation” among the former traditional states
which existed before the arrival of the colonial powers, then inherited their
legacy of the unfinished boundary line to the new independent Southeast
Asian states after the decline of Colonialism after World War II. The new
“Nation States” were born from the old “Colonies” which means that their
territories are mostly uti possidetis. Nevertheless, prior to the formation of
the colonial territories, the traditional states in Southeast Asia realized that
their juridical sovereignty are limited not by the concrete boundary lines
showing on the map because they did not existed. The Southeast Asian
kingdoms traditionally perceived their juridical sovereignty upon the ability
of military control; some kingdoms with strong army shall control a vast
size of territory without drawing any line on the map. The power of the
kingdom is not considered by the actual size of lands, but the charismatic
power of the king. So that, the territorial size could be drastically and frequently changed because of the wars among many overlapping powers of
various kingdoms in the region and sometimes their power could never
reach into the mountainous or remote areas where they are not interested in.
Until the arrival of Colonialism to the region, the western powers
tried to make the boundary become fixed and cleared in order to allocate
natural resources and labor forces. The concept of juridical sovereignty
shifted into the exploitation of land uses. Land and labor are main reasons
for the making of map which indicated the limits of their boundary. During
this time, boundary agreements and treaties were signed among the western
powers; the boundary lines were drawn into the maps and printed as legal
documents to endorse their powers. Nevertheless, the most of the maps that
were made during colonial periods did not reflect the actual geographical
features of the boundary line comparing to the present time geography. This
is truly the genesis of boundary disputes in the region when some countries
did not agree to use the inherited documents of the colonial powers, simply
because they did not have any participation in the process of the map making. The present day states in the region tend to reject the documents that
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they considered unfair and unintentionally made during the colonial period.
These reasons led to the present day boundary disputes among Southeast
Asian countries and had become the obstacles of dispute settlement when
ASEAN provides mechanisms to the disputed parties for conflict resolutions.
However, many academic researchers suggested that if international boundary disputes become the issues, most of the parties initiatively employed their own bilateral solution between them such as intergovernmental
consultation or negotiation in form of the Joint Border Commission and Inter-Ministerial Technical / Working Group Level. These mechanisms play a
vital role in dispute settlement rather than the regional mechanisms provided
by ASEAN. Nevertheless, it doesn’t mean that ASEAN regional mechanism
for dispute settlement is useless, it rather the mechanism to slow down the
possibility of military use of the disputed countries which might lead to war.
Moreover, the international mechanism provided by United Nations such as
the Permanent Court of Arbitration (PCA), the International Court of Justice
(ICJ) and the International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea (ITLOS) are also
eligible to this issue, but it seems not to completely settle the conflict. They
acted rather as violence preventive mechanism or the suspension of military
use between the disputed countries.
Thus, the research shows that most of the international boundary
disputes in Southeast Asia can be settled by three factors;
1. The explicit and clearness of the boundary definitions existed
in the historical official documents which the claimant states had mutual
agreement since the colonial period.
2. The mutual trust between the claimant states effectively entertains the process of bilateral negotiation which also leads to the constructive
international relations.
3. The government of the claimant states tends to use the international boundary disputes as a domestic political tool during the unstable situation of the government itself but at the end it becomes the uncontrollable
public issues that affect to the international problem between its neighboring countries.
If the government’s intention is to create the applicable policies
towards the international boundary management, it will effectively facilitate the persons who are working and responsible for boundary negotiation.
Many ASEAN states have brought the disputed case into the ICJ’s settlement process, nevertheless the conflict is not fully resolved, at the end, it
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can be considered as a semi-settlement which ICJ’s rule is a practical suggestion for another process of boundary management between the disputed
states.
On the other hand, the boundary disputes that cannot reach to the
final agreement are mostly because of the two major factors which are;
1. The incompatibilities of the related historical documents such as Treaty
and Maps inherited from the colonial periods. For example, in the case
of Sabah dispute between Malaysia and the Philippines, the two disputed
countries interpret the old language written in the treaty differently which
leads to the discrepancy of the uses of historical documents.
2. The dispute settlement process has been used and exaggerated as the
domestic political weapon by the oppositional parties who seek advantage
to topple the current government. For example, the case of land boundary
between Cambodia and Vietnam along the southern part of Cambodia called
Khmer Krom (lower Khmer).8 The oppositional party usually accuses the
current government that the demarcation process was unfair and the government performed malfunction of boundary negotiation resulting the losses of
national territories. This sort of political exaggeration led to the domestic
political quarrel affected to attempt of the process of international dispute
settlement. Another obvious case is that of Sabah dispute settlement which
the full-armed troop sent by Sultan Jamalul Kiram III of Sulu invaded into
Malaysian territory.9 This stirred up the conflict between the two nations due
to the domestic political exaggeration.
Another significant factor that leads to the failure of boundary dispute settlement is that the uncertainty and instability of the government. Domestic politics plays an important role of boundary disputes. During 1980s,
the proposal of boundary demarcation was initiated between the government of the People’s Republic of Kampuchea (PRK) and the government of
Vietnam such as in 1982, 1983 and 198510 but the development of the negotiation was slow down due to the domestic politics of Cambodia. When the
conflict sparked at the border area, then the negotiation between Cambodia
8

U.S. Department of State, Office of the Geographer. Cambodia –Vietnam Boundary.
(International Boundary Study, No.155 of March 5, 1976), p. 2. Accessed on 20 September
2013, available at http://fla.st/1V2hsPY
9
Jean Magdaraog Cordero, Territorial dispute over Sabah resurfaces, February 28, 2013.
Accessed on 20 September 2013, available at http://bit.ly/1Qf3Ezh
10
Amer, Ramses. “Managing Border Disputes in Southeast Asia.,” in Journal of Malaysian
Studies, Special Issue on Conflict and Conflict Management in Southeast Asia, (Kajian Malaysia
XVIII (1-2), 2000), p. 40-43. Accessed on 20 August 2015, available at http://bit.ly/1NZgaku
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and Vietnam begins again in 1982, 1983, and 1985 when both countries
agreed to set up the time flame for dispute settlement. Nevertheless, the bilateral talk has not developed until Vietnam officially declared that the final
stage should be done within the end of the year 2000.11
At the end of expected time, the final outcome has not yet arrived
but there are more talks among the parties. On 10 October 2005, both countries have agreed to sign on the supplementary treaty to emphasize their
intention for dispute settlement by the exchange of ratification between the
parties on 6 December 2005. The present development is that they agree to
proceed to the demarcation and marker planting on land boundary which
expected to be done by the end of 2012.12
In the case of boundary dispute between Cambodian and Laos, they
have established the Cambodia-Laos Joint Boundary Commission (CLJBC)
and the Laos-Cambodia Joint Boundary Commission (LCBJC) which organized the first meeting on 20-22 November 1996 in Vientiane. The commissions finally have made the survey report of the boundary delimitation
and demarcation of the tri-point border area of Cambodia-Laos-Vietnam
in 2008. Currently, as we can see that the land boundary dispute between
Cambodia and Laos has not yet been settled.13
In the case of boundary dispute between Laos and Vietnam, the
conflict along the border has little effects between the two countries even
they have some overlapping claimed area. Then, they have reached to the
boundary agreement since late 1970s and successfully demarcated the land
boundary in 1990. The disputed overlapping claimed area has been settled
in September 2008 by the plan to develop the area to be tourist attraction
and special economic zone for investment. This plan has been implemented
1during
2 3 4
2008-2014 and expected to install more than 800 boundary markers
along 2,067 kilometers of the boundary line.14
11

See at Amer, Ramses. “Vietnam and Its Neighbours: The Border Dispute Dimension,” in
Contemporary Southeast Asia, (17(3), 1995), pp. 299-301 and mer, Ramses. “The Border
Conflicts Between Cambodia and Vietnam,” in Boundary and Security Bulletin, (5(2), 1997),
pp.80-91.
12

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Socialist Republic of Vietnam. “Vietnam, Cambodia push for
border security,” 2009. Accessed on 20 June 2013, available at http://bit.ly/1LBn1k7
13
Amer, Ramses. Ibid. (2000), p. 42-43.
14
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Socialist Republic of Vietnam.“Preparations for Vietnam-Laos
border landmark upgrade,” 2008. Accessed on 20 June 2013, available at http://bit.ly/1KTeYfv

47

SW 9729-A-p298-G7.indd 47

3/27/17 4:38 PM

Conclusion
In order to enhance the efficiency of the international boundary
management among the member states, ASEAN needs to set up a possibility
of “ASEAN Court” as a regional mechanism to all kind of dispute settlement. However, this proposed mechanism shall not duplicate the system of
International Court of Justice (ICJ)15 , it rather a system of its own for the
better way of dispute settlement than the malfunction “ASEAN High Council”. The new mechanism should act as the juridical body within the region
as well as to increase law enforcement and the controlling power over the
disputed parties in order to make the issues completely resolved. The member states of ASEAN shall be part of the procedure and the selection of the
judges of “ASEAN Court” shall be free and fair from political intervention.
Another alternative solution is that ASEAN has to include the International Court of Justice (ICJ) as one of the official regional dispute settlement
mechanism besides “ASEAN High Council”. This means that ASEAN will
facilitate and provide both technical and financially support for the disputed
parties if they are agreed to file their case to ICJ.
Moreover, the boundary disputes over the islands and maritime
boundary are complicated tin terms of technical and legal conditions which
usually lead to the tension between the claimant states. The overlapping
claimed areas have been visited by armed forces of the disputed countries.
However, all of the ASEAN members have signed in the Treaty of Amity
and Cooperation in Southeast Asia (TAC) sine 1976. The TAC stated that the
parties should seek the peaceful mean for any conflict among themselves.
The proposal of Joint Development Area (JDA) becomes the solution to the
parties.16 To avoid violence usage, peaceful means of dispute settlement, and
respect of the territorial integrity of other member states are not different
from other regional cooperation around the world, but what ASEAN has in
particular are the focus of regional cooperation through dialogue partnership, quiet diplomacy, an avoidance of confrontation, agree to disagree, and
minimal institutionalization. The bilateral meeting of the face-to-face style
of the leaders is the key to success for trust building between
15

Asri Salleh, Che Hamdan Che Mohd Razali and Kamaruzaman Jusoff. “Malaysia’s policy
towards its 1963 -2008 territorial disputes,” in Journal of Law and Conflict Resolution Vol. 1
(5), October, 2009. Accessed on 20 September 2013, available at http://bit.ly/1Qcka16
16

Munmun Majumdar. “ASEAN and Conflict management in the Spratlys,” in Third Global
International Studies Conference at University of Porto, Portugal (17-20 August 2011).
Accessed on 12 June 2015, available at http://bit.ly/1EgJuTC
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the parties.15 These diplomacy become ASEAN identity which designed
for dispute management inside the region. It is the ASEAN Way of unofficial consultation which usually leads to the accomplishment of the dispute
settlement. So that, the far-sighted vision of the leaders who want to bring
peace and stability into the region become more important than the procedure of the dispute settlement mechanism.
In conclusion, the international boundary disputes in Southeast
Asia should not be seen as merely international affairs between the disputed
countries, but it should be examined as the result of domestic affairs which
pushed the case into international conflict. This affected to the good will
of inter-governmental mechanism of dispute settlement when the problem
was exaggerated by the political interest group in their domestic politics. To
conclude that the methods of dispute settlement over international boundary
issues is not only the attempt to finalize the last stage of the “line making”
or in other word “demarcation” in order to find the exact location of the
borderline, but it is rather the knowledge management of the borderline and
the border area. We need to define and understand the significance of the
symbolic meaning of the line as well as to exhibit the true function of the
line and the area for the people who are in the benefits of the line. Those
who are part of the process of dispute settlements should be informed the
development of the problem solutions in order to deter the exploitation of
specific case for their own political purpose inside the country of the claimant
states. The ultimate goal of dispute settlement mechanisms is to create a
forum for peace and stability of healthy international relations which leads
to the prosperity of all ASEAN countries and people in the region.
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Filipino Communication:
Addressing the Fallacy of Ambiguity in Hybrid Logical Conversations
Bernard Moreno Bragas
Abstract
In this paper, I would like to show that Filipinos in their local conversations always commit the logical fallacy of ambiguity. There are always
apparent manifestations of this that will be initially illustrated as necessary
entailments of the paper’s presentation of Filipino ambiguity. Nonetheless,
these communication patterns by Filipinos need to be justified in consideration of many aspects. Thus, there is also a need to answer the question if it
is really fallacious to be ambiguous (even under certain considerations).
Ambiguity as a construct shall also be discussed at length together
with situating it in a given context. This context is just like what anthropologists and cross-cultural researchers call the high context (HC) types
of people in contrast to the low context (LC) types, which is definitely in
contradistinction to how Filipinos conduct their communicative technics.
Theword communicare in Latin means, “to share or impart that which is
common.” Thus, communication cannot be limited to a simplistic logical
analysis that is sometimes akin to the predictability of mathematics. It is
somehow very presumptuous to think that in the behavioral pattern of Filipinos, they would be confined to a kind of stiff logical conversation. Furthermore, the critique of language by the great analytic philosopher Ludwig
Wittgenstein shall also be extrapolated because it exposes the limitations of
logic that is actually systematized from the Western tradition – a low context
society, if I may say. I would look at points that summarize Wittgensteinian
concepts in his major works but only as they relate to the proposed topic.
The major works that are to be examined are the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus and the Philosophical Investigations to argue that the transition
from the TLP is a noticeable shift from the “realm of logic” and dogmatic
analysis to a non-dogmatic use of ordinary language, family resemblances
and language games in the PI. Because of the coalescence of the Filipino
language, ambiguity could be “a form of life” in the Wittgensteinian sense
of the phrase.
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With this thought flow, this paper ends not really with the endorsement of Filipinos’ continuous pursuit of ambiguity. Rather it ends with the
recommendation to appreciate the logic behind the Filipinos’ language,
which is actually more of having a meaning shared by all involved in a certain community (that is possibly exclusive) than having explicit meanings
of words immediately understandable universally. And with this analysis, I
conjecture that the hybrid logical conversations of Filipinos could be seen
as a microcosm of the South East Asian communication pattern - that I shall
also subject to further research.
In this paper, I would like to show that Filipinos in their local
conversations always commit the logical fallacy of ambiguity. There are
apparent manifestations of this that will be initially illustrated as necessary
entailments of this paper’s presentation of Filipino ambiguity. Nonetheless,
these communication patterns by Filipinos need to be justified in consideration of many aspects. Thus, there is also a need to answer the question if it
is really fallacious to be ambiguous (even under certain circumstances).
Ambiguity as a construct shall also be discussed at length while
situating it in a given context. This context is just what anthropologists and
cross-cultural researchers call the high context (HC) types of people in contrast to the low context (LC) types, which is definitely in contradistinction
to how Filipinos conduct their communicative technics. The word communicare in Latin means, “to share or impart that which is common.” Thus,
communication cannot be limited to a simplistic logical analysis sometimes
akin to the predictability of mathematics. It is somehow very presumptuous
to think that Filipinos would be confined to a type of stiff logical conversation in view of their behavioral pattern. Furthermore, critiques of language
by some philosophers shall be extrapolated because they expose the limitations of logic that are actually systematized from the Western tradition – a
low context society, if I may say. In the process, I will look at the notions
of important philosophers such as Ludwig Wittgenstein and H.P. Grice, but
(author’s own bold font) only as they relate to the proposed topic. May the
noticeable shift from the “realm of logic” and dogmatic analysis -- to a
non-dogmatic use of ordinary language, family resemblances and language
games -- surface out? in this paper because in the coalescence of the Filipino
language, ambiguity could be “a form of life” in the Wittgensteinian sense
of the phrase.
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With this thought flow, the paper ends not with an endorsement of
the Filipinos’ continuous pursuit to be ambiguous but with a recommendation to appreciate the logic behind the Filipinos’ language, which is actually
more about having a meaning shared by all involved in a certain community
(that is possibly exclusive to that community), than about having explicit
meanings of words immediately understandable universally. And with this
analysis, I conjecture that the hybrid logical conversations of Filipinos can
be seen as a microcosm of the South East Asian communication pattern that I shall also subject to further research either by me later on or by other
scholars who share this interest.
Before I proceed, I would like to make an initial remark to the
reader inclined to philosophy who might see the arguments of this essay
as counter-intuitive. This is primarily because (to our disadvantage), the
terms and the disciplines that we consider highly (such as “logic”, “fallacy”,
“ambiguity”, “implicature” and “language-games”) are more often than not
taken as such in their western definitions and framework. I encourage the
reader to simply assume that we can do none other than to use these terms.
Thus the counter-intuitions emerge from the fact that there are no original
concepts in our Filipino framework (to my mind) by which we can get
around the potential flaws of this paper.
A FALLACY THAT FILIPINOS ALWAYS COMMIT
In regular Filipino conversation, it is often remarked that the responses seem not to be in line with what was said previously. However, the
truth is that respondents get the gist of what is under discussion and act in
accordance with what they consider appropriate at the moment of conversation. Let me give two personal anecdotes to illustrate this point. My mother
is a Bicolana (from the Bicol region) and I grew up as a Rizaleño (from
Rizal province), which means that my dialect is purely Tagalog. Whenever
we are having meals, she would say, “Nard daw nga yung …” with a gesture asking me to pass her something. Although I have heard this phrase for
decades, I could never give an exact translation of what she says. Still, the
conversation has always been infallible?
Another example occurred on the campus where I teach. It was
lunchtime and I was in the cafeteria full of students having lunch. When I
saw a vacant seat beside one student and asked her, “Can I take this seat”,
the student shook her head in a pleasant manner and I was confused if she
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was allowing me to take the seat (because of her pleasant facial expression)
or she didn’t want anyone to sit beside her (because she had shaken her
head). Therefore I asked again, this time louder. Then she nodded, at last.
Because of that incident, I recognized a kind of conversation pattern that is
very evident with Filipinos that I hope to explore in this essay as an initial
study (or installment), if not extensively, to enhance understanding of our
logical conversations.
I believe that the reader of this paper also could think of some
examples where this kind of conversation took place. But to shorten the
process of explanation, let me attach these two comic strips by Jess Abrera1, a
Filipino editorial cartoonist of the Philippine Daily Inquirer, to further show
flaws apparent in Filipinos’ casual conversations.

1

The comic strips are by Jess Abrera. The published book and the newspaper where they
originally appeared are acknowledged in the pictures which also appeared legitimately in
Melba Magay’s paper on Understanding Ambiguity from where these pictures were scanned.
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As we recognize that this is the way Filipinos communicate, the
problem arises when someone acquainted with Logic – as a strict philosophical discipline – criticizes the content (author’s Italics) of the messages being conveyed. The logician immediately discerns the fallacy of the
conversation, and that is the fallacy of ambiguity(author’s Italics). T. Edward Dramer, in his book Attacking Faulty Reasoning, defines ambiguity as
“presenting a claim or argument that uses a word, phrase, or grammatical
construction that can be interpreted in two or more distinctly different ways,
without making clear which meaning is intended” (64). This is the fallacy
that I would like to examine in the Philippine setting beyond or (if acceptable) exclusive to academic disciplines.
Is It Really Fallacious to be Ambiguous? To maintain the philosophical thrust of this paper, I would like to stick to the definition above
that ambiguity manifests itself in statements that could be interpreted in two
or more different ways, that at the same time leave unclear as to what the
meaning intended is. Thus when an advertisement carries the catchy line:
“Learn to establish your business in two weeks!” for example, the ad is in a
sense committing the logical fallacy of ambiguity. It is somewhat deceptive
because it is not clear if (1) after two weeks you would attend classes/ seminars that would instruct you on how to establish your business or (2) after
two weeks you would have the capacity to establish your own business. It
is almost the same when in marketplaces a vendor or an agent persuades
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a buyer to buy items with deceptive communication techniques. In such a
context, it is immediately understood that a marketing strategy of sorts is
being applied. We ought not to be fooled by lack of clarity. And as we try to
remove the ambiguity, we tend to conclude that there is a “fallacy” – even
though we may not be familiar with the philosophical term.
I would like to assert that in the domain of Logic, yes, ambiguity is
fallacious! We have to recognize that the “fallacy of ambiguity” operates in
the sphere of an academic discipline that recognizes its flaws and errors. We
cannot do otherwise because that would undermine our own understanding
of critical thinking and philosophical rigor. However, let me suggest that
in domains that contain particular “language-games” distinct to them, we
might acquaint ourselves with another term, perhaps with fortuitous!
Fortuitous, as defined by the Webster dictionary, is a term that
was traditionally used to mean either (1) “happening by chance” or simply
(2) “fortunate”. However, in modern usage it is understood to (3) “refer
to fortunate outcomes”. And since the blend in (3) is considered by critics
to be etymologically problematic, it is used only in informal conversation.
(Oxford). However, for the purpose of making sense of the way Filipinos
conduct their communications, I would like to propose the usage of this
informal term akin to casual conversation as opposed to the term “fallacy”
that is akin to the formality of logic. This stems from the fact that in daily
conversation, the ambiguity embedded in the Filipino language does not
lead, oftentimes2 , to unexpected outcomes. For example, when a Filipino
says in the market: “Ano?! Tumaas na naman ang presyo ng karne?!”
(What?! The price of meat has increased again?!) and the response of the
one he’s talking to is “Kahapon pa.” (Since yesterday.), they are not really
having a senseless conversation because what they say seems unconnected.
It is more than fortuitous that they understand each other. Obviously, if the
answer asserts time, the question should begin with “when”. But it would
be more hilarious if the response were in answer to the question “what”:
“Ano?! Tumaas na naman ang presyo ng karne?!” … “Baka.” (Cow.)
In Logic and Conversation, H.P. Grice calls this kind of conversation the “Co-operative Principle”. By this Grice means that people must

2
I would like to insert this word because I do not want to nullify a factual statement by
qualifying it too much. This derives from the fact that outcomes become so displeasing and
disoriented sometimes due to our ambiguous communications.
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make their conversational contribution “by the accepted purpose or direction of the talk exchange” in which they are engaged (Jackson 160). Trying
to understand the verb implicate (or what is implied) which is the very
substance of communication, he argues that “some implicatures are conventional” (i.e. literal meanings of words, etc.). Nevertheless, some are indeed
“conversational”:
Our talk exchanges do not normally consist of a succession
of disconnected remarks, and would not be rational if they
did. They are characteristically, to some degree at least,
cooperative efforts; and each participant recognizes in them,
to some extent, a common purpose or set of purposes,
or at least a mutually accepted direction.
(Jackson 159)
Apparently, Grice is trying to establish that these conversational
implicatures still make sense in the realm of Logic. I would like to approach
the problem “is it really fallacious to be ambiguous?” from a different angle.3
Again I am affirming the claims of Logic that it is fallacious indeed! But
in trying to be more holistic, I argue that human beings are not computer
programs that can always be predictable because of the totality of its fixed
contents. Our language does not just have contents; it is situated within
particular contexts – as to be further developed in this essay. “[M]eaning and context are inextricably bound with each other” as “understanding both words and context gives the full picture” (Salleh 2). That is very
much the case in the diversity of Filipino society. Thus, it is more than
fortuitous that the contents and its contexts fall into place in our conversations. I cannot be very extensive in the discussion of this because I am
not a social scientist. But as someone who teaches Philosophy and engages in interdisciplinary studies at the same time, I would like to entertain other factors in my conceptual paradigm as I pursue Philosophy in
the Philippines. These factors, I identify as the four important A’s in the
Philippine context: acquaintances, authorities, actions and assumptions.
3

Andresito Acuña, a former professor of Philosophy at the University of the Philippines
Diliman, also argued in this same direction in his article “Philosophical Analysis of Two-valued
Dedictive Logic” in Philippine Social Sciences Review, vol. 55, nos. 1-4, January-December 1998.
Nevertheless, what he was refuting was the exaggerated importance of two-valued deductive
logic. He said that, “These deceptions have far reaching implication in the social and behavioral sciences.” Then he proceeded to argue cases for the fallacy of affirming the consequent.
Though I am addressing a different issue, the fallacy of ambiguity, my point in case is also its
implication in the behavioral sciences
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HIGH CONTEXT Versus LOW CONTEXT CULTURES
Before I proceed to the discussion of these four A’s, I would like
to derail, intentionally, from my train of thought by examining the notions
of Edward Hall, an anthropologist and cross-cultural researcher, regarding
the high context and the low context cultures. Basically, his argument is that
the European intellectual heritage (i.e. West) that he calls the Low Context
culture is entirely different from Eastern cultures, which he considers High
Context. Low context cultures have an erroneous assumption that words
convey most, if not the entirety, of the message. These cultures have the
characteristic of being precise, direct and sometimes brutally frank (if I may
say). Thus, factors other than words are less important. Whereas High Context cultures, as quoted by Salleh, communicate in a way “in which most
of the information is already in the person, while very little is in the coded,
explicit, transmitted part of the message.” (2) This type of communication
is usually indirect, reserved, understated and ambiguous due to certain
contexts. By context we mean, the particular situation, environment, relationship, event or any background under consideration.
Drawing also on the seminal work of Hall, Jianeng Wang of Zhejiang Gongshang University wrote “A Cross-cultural Study of Daily Communication between Chinese and American”. This short article, with cases of
clashes between the two cultures, led me to conjecture that Filipino communication is also a microcosm of a certain hybrid of logical conversations. In
other words, the cases presented could actually be the same in the context of
Filipinos. One case for example presents a conversation between an American
boss and his Chinese employee (152):
Mr. Jones: It looks like we’re going to have to keep the production
line running on Saturday.
Mr. Wu: I see.
Mr. Jones: Can you come in on Saturday? (author’s bold font)
Mr. Wu: Yes. I think so. (in a hesitative tone )
Mr. Jones: That’ll be a great help.
Mr. Wu: Yes. Saturday’s a special day, did you know?(author’s
bold font)
Mr. Jones: How do you mean?
Mr. Wu: It’s my son’s birthday.
Mr. Jones: How nice! I hope you all enjoy it very much.
Mr. Wu: Thank you. I appreciate your understanding.
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Apparently, the two men interpreted each other’s communications
entirely contrary to what they respectively meant. Mr. Jones seemed to assume that Mr. Wu, despite the message he was trying to convey, would be
there to work on a Saturday because he thought in a linear pattern, his mind
set on keeping the production line going. However, since Mr. Jones actually
wished Mr. Wu and his family to enjoy the day, Mr. Wu thought that his boss
fully understood that he would not be able to come. Moreover, the “indirectness” of a person who is an HC type comes with a tendency to leave out
some detail, possibly causing the discussion to go round in circles, on the
assumption that his or her interlocutor would fill in) what was intentionally
left blank.
Doing a summary of the insights drawn from this social science
research by Hall (Salleh 3-5), the four important A’s mentioned above could
be infused into a comprehensive understanding of the Filipinos’ hybrid
logical conversations.
High Context Culture (HC)

Low Context Culture (LC)

•

considerate of relationships and
associated with emotions

•

straightforward and logical making the
conversation less personal

•

sometimes with hesitation

•

highly assertive most of the time

•

nonverbal responses carry much
weight with verbal expressions

•

verbal communications carry more
weight for understanding

•

“analogous” – contexts are
necessary to draw out correlation

•

“digital” - provides speakers with many
words and contents that are binding

Let us now proceed to the infusion of the four important A’s for the
summary of this comparison of the HC and LC cultures. The first row has
something to do with acquaintances, the second with authorities, the third
with actions, and the last row with assumptions. All these A’s contribute to
the hybridity of Filipinos’ logical conversations. Here, I would like to use
the examples of ambiguous conversations above to emphasize some points.
Acquaintances. In the table conversations that we have as a family
(not only the one I shared above), are we being illogical when we give the
appropriate response because we do not fully understand what is meant?
Definitely not! In fact, it is very irrational to do otherwise. We are very
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familiar with how the communication goes. It is the same thing with casual
conversations everywhere in our country. When a buyer in the market says:
“What?! The price increased again?” and the response is “Since yesterday”,
it is not unconnected-ness but a familiarity with the context. It lies on the
trail of the Gricean conversational implicature. When a boy sarcastically
asks another boy: “You will again be in the 4th grade next school year?!”
and the other one replies, “Anyway, you’re still in the 3rd grade!” it is not a
fallacy but in the context of teasing which most Filipinos are very acquainted
with. When people just cannot say an outright “no” when they are being
invited or when they are being asked if things are right for them, they are
seriously considering the relationship that could be damaged if they respond
too straightforwardly. The reason, as one writer puts it, lies in the convention that to be too straightforward “is not only to violate social boundaries;
it is to cross that invisible line where personhood suffers degradation and
demands redress.” (Maggay 24) This is the importance of acquaintance in
the logic of our language.
Authority. The second row of the table has something to do with
the directness of speech in both cultures. And indeed there are many factors
contributing to why this is so. But I would like to emphasize one factor that
has something to do with authority. Being hesitant before someone in authority is usual practice with Filipinos. I have had the privilege of speaking
at a few conferences, and for some reason, only a few people have interacted with me when I am done with my presentation. The saying that when nobody reacts means either the listeners have clearly understood what has been
said or they did not understand anything is most of the time not applicable to
Filipino culture. Maggay argues that silence in our context oftentimes is “a
sign of the social distance that exists, or unwillingness to publicly contradict
someone in authority…” (27) This social distance is also the reason why in
politeness, the Filipino replaces the second singular pronoun “you” with the
third plural pronoun “they”. “Maari po ba silang maabala?” – talking to a
single person is not the same as: “Can they be interrupted?” because literally: “Can I have a moment with you?” would be more appropriate (28). In
these given contexts of respect and sincerity, the Filipino language becomes
ambiguous.
Actions. Talking to Filipinos requires much sensitivity too. This is
because in HC cultures, the messages are more than the sum of the words
–they are the totality of the person. And so it is very important to watch out
for gestures (i.e. the lifting of an eyebrow, the look in the eye, the movement
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of the lips, etc.). As my mother says “daw nga”, I see her hand asking us to
pass to her something on the table. When Mr. Wu said “yes” to Mr. Jones’
question in a hesitative tone, probably he was saying “no”. When you ask
somebody to come into your house and s/he looks around beyond the door
and says, “It’s okay, I can just stay here.” it is not an outright s/he does
not want to or that s/he’s really fine outside. It could also mean that she’s
intimidated by the neatness of your place. When somebody says, “I’m full”
after your asking him, “Have you eaten”, but casts his eyes on the floor and
feels his stomach while smiling (example given by Maggay 16), probably
he hasn’t eaten yet. It would help if the host insists. Besides he did not
answer a “yes” or “no” question. His actions did otherwise.
Assumptions. Lastly, to get through the hybrid conversations of
Filipinos, the communicator must be familiar with common assumptions or
clarify in order to get rid of the ambiguity. Just like the comic strip above,
Filipinos always use “kwan” at “ano”. I do not even have an idea what the
literal translation of “kwan” is, but it is fortuitous in the Tagalog language.
Yet other Filipino dialects might have something equatable with it. “Ano” in
literal translation is “what”. But in the assumptions of Filipinos, “ano” does
not function that way. Both these words are used for filling in statements
that are most of the time unintentionally left blank. Though some people
get annoyed trying to really exhaust what is being meant, it is undeniable
that fruitful conversations occur and that makes the language more than
fortuitous. Even in my experience at the cafeteria of our school, I discerned
that something needed to be clarified. Because the girl wore on her face
a pleasant expression when she responded to me but yet at the same time
she shook her head, I asked again and realized that she had an assumption
of what was being asked. This is the explanation. Let statement A be “Can
I take the seat” and statement B “Is there somebody sitting here”. The response to A is entirely the opposite response for B, I suppose. And so it was
good for me to repeat my question because, apparently, students are used
to being asked B. These are just some examples related to assumptions that
I can give at the moment. But there may well be other experiences that the
reader of this paper could come to think of because sometimes Filipinos do
assume even when there has been no assertion.
AMBIGUITY IN THE FORM OF LIFE
Given these four factors (and indeed, one could think of others),
ambiguity could be a form of life in the Filipino context. Yes, this is

61

SW 9729-A-p298-G7.indd 61

3/27/17 4:39 PM

fallacious, but the verdict is much attributed to the academic discipline of
Logic. However, as we get acquainted and try to understand other cultures,
we suddenly realize that it is not only words that explain but also the unspoken language (Salleh 5) of the culture that emerges from its associated
form of life.
I would like here to project the figure of Ludwig Wittgenstein, an
unconventional analytic philosopher of the 20th century. He himself became very confined to the strictness of Logic because of his orientation to
the analytic tradition of philosophy in his time. He argued in his first seminal writing, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, that “the limits of the language
(the language which I understand) mean the limits of my world” (Ogden
§5.62), and then he concluded it with “[w]hereof one cannot speak, thereof
one must be silent” (§7). But it seems, eventually, Wittgenstein could no
longer cage himself in the confines of this logical analysis.4 Evidently, in
his later writing, Philosophical Investigations, he broke through in wanting
to expand the language that could be understood. And thus he proposed
getting rid of the dogma of logical analysis and analyzed the use of ordinary
language with its associated language-games and forms of life. He clarified
the importance of this notion in remarks to the hardnosed logicians of his
time, including him, by saying:
The word “language-game” is used here to emphasize the fact that
the speaking
g of language is part of an activity, or of a form or life…
- It is interesting to compare the diversity of the tools of language
and of the ways they are used, the diversity of kinds of word and
sentence, with what logicians have said about the structure of language.
(This includes the author of the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus.)
Wittgenstein goes on to say,
Remember how many different kind of thing [sic?]are called
“description”: description of a body’s position by means of its
co-ordnates, description of a facial expression, description of a
sensatio of touch, of a mood.
(Anscombe et al. § 23-24)
4

It is highly debatable if Wittgenstein totally rejected his previous logical framework in favor
of the non-dogmatic understanding of language in the Philosophical Investigations. I side with
the scholars of Wittgenstein who believe that he did not do a complete about-turn from his
former arguments. Rather, he maintained his great respect for the unspeakable that’s why he
emphasized his aim to “publish those old ideas and the new ones together” so the “latter could
be seen in the right light only by contrast with and against the background” of his former way
of thinking. (Anscombe et al. §Preface)
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I therefore conjecture that in the intertwining of these important
factors (discussed above) with the Filipino language, ambiguity could be in
the “form of life” in the Wittgensteinian sense of the phrase, which cannot
be entirely subjected to the logical analysis of the Low Context cultures.
Besides, when we speak about “ordinary” language, two poles can be
anticipated. The first is that even Low Context cultures commit this fallacy
of ambiguity in casual conversation. Let me insert an example from Dramer
in his book (65):
Consider the semantical ambiguity involved in this familiar
scene with two people driving in city traffic.
Laura: You’ll have to tell me how to get there.
Eleanor: Okay. Turn right here. [Laura turns right]
Hey, I didn’t mean for you to turn right!
Couldn’t you see that I was pointing left?
Laura: Do I turn left here?
Eleanor: Right!
In the second pole, every language in the world includes objects
with particular names and descriptions attached to them, which can only
make sense in the culture’s form of life. It would be an obstruction in the
logical understanding of sentences if one were to choose to stay within the
confines of simplistic logical analysis. Wittgenstein was confronted with his
own notion that preceded his other later works that the limits of his language
are the limits of his world. He could either opt to limit his understanding
to what could be clearly denoted for the sake of logic or try to expand the
language he could understand by descriptions. Apparently, he settled for the
latter rather than the former.
In Filipino culture, for example, we are used to always having rice
in our meals. It is embedded in our way of life. (In fact, all Filipinos who go
out of the country crave for rice because they feel they have been deprived
of it.) Thus, we are the ones who can make sense5 of this table:

5

This example was stimulated by Prof. Michael Ner Mariano in his talk on “Wika at Pamimilosopiya, ayon kay Roque Ferriols” for the conference on Pamimilosopiya sa Wikang Filipino
held at Escaler Hall, Ateneo De Manila University on January 24, 2015. These terms surely fall
short of the richness and possibility of Filipino rice words.
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palay
bigas
laon
sinaing
kanin
albut-an
sinangag
suman, biko, etc.
puto
mumo
pagpag
…

harvested rice
milled rice
over-stocked rice
rice being/freshly cooked
cooked rice
half-cooked rice
fried rice
rice dessert
rice cake
rice tidbits
bulk left over rice
(rice)

AMBIGUITY: ABJURE OR ADJURE?
To end this paper, I would like to say that to really be logical we
must not only get accustomed to the philosophical discipline. We must also
try to understand the logic of our language, and that would require “interdisciplinarity”. Because we can never be just like mathematics in our logic
– in other words assume that it would be illogical to come up with a different
answer when figures are made to function in a particular operation.
Human life is so complex! And so are the Filipino hybrid conversations. Whenever the traffic lights at Philippine highway intersections are
red, but an authority (i.e. traffic enforcer) lets you go through, it is assumed
that you have to follow this authority. Without hesitation a Filipino does so
because to do otherwise is illogical!
Though there are various reasons to deride the Filipino way of life
– especially in terms of how we intentionally or unintentionally conduct our
communicative patterns – I would like to recommend that there is much to
appreciate in the logic of the Filipino language. I am not endorsing the Filipinos’ continuous pursuit of ambiguity. I just would like to commend that
our communication could be a microcosm of hybrid logical conversations
– taking both content and context on par with each other.
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We must understand the logic of our language. Those who choose
not to understand what’s behind our language and intentionally violate
criteria fall into foolishness in logical conversations, if I may say.

This picture above was taken from the Philippine Light Rail Transit
line 2. Those who take this train everyday (and probably with the other Philippine train transits, as well) are very familiar with the regular announcement in the train about the “Courtesy Area”. It says, “Ang Courtesy Area po
ay para lamang sa mga matatanda, buntis, may kapansan at mga empleyado
ng LRTA na naka-duty” (The Courtesy Area is intended for senior citizens,
pregnant women, persons with disabilities and on-duty LRTA employees
only). But given the density of people in the train, passengers stay in that
area. Since it is recorded, the announcement is always made in plain Filipino language with a translation in English that follows. Do the Filipinos
not understand it?! Or is it just their intention to violate it outright? I think
that for most people in that area of the train, it is neither. When they see a
pregnant woman or a disabled person or a senior citizen, most would offer
their seats. (This is the reason why I think it must be called “Priority Area”
rather than “Courtesy Area”, or just omit lamang and only in the announced
reminders – but this is an entirely different topic that I won’t get into.) This
is one particular context through which we can see the frame of reality in
our society. Those who deliberately choose to do otherwise, I attribute their
choice to foolishness.
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Foolishness is a morally loaded term and the reader of this paper
might have the impression that it is a farther derailment from logic. But
just like how it is understood that the Filipino conversation pattern could
be fortuitous (which is a non-logical term), it would be more appropriate
to see the fruits of the conveying of our messages as either fortuitous or
foolish. When we see people using the footbridge not as a walkway to cross
the highway but as a shed from sunlight, it’s foolishness! When there is an
elderly in courtesy areas and young ones do not offer their seats, it’s foolishness! And we can think on and on…
Logical Rigorousness
1st Level

Fallaciousness

2nd Level

Fortuitousness

3rd Level

Foolishness

  

…But let me conclude by saying that our conversations are more
than fortuitous that result in fortunate outcomes: they are fruitful. And with
this table I end.
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Issue of Human Rights in ASEAN: Challenges and Opportunities
Debasish Nandy1
Abstract
Southeast Asia is a significant region with a wide diversity. Association of Southeast Asian Region (ASEAN) was formed as a regional
organization in 1967 to fulfil versatile requirements of this region. There is
no uniformity of nature of government among the member countries. There
is also wide range of socio-economic structural difference among the member countries. This region had been one of the most resistant regions to the
global human rights regime for years. Both the theory and application of
human rights had been challenged by most member states, which viewed
the idea as incompatible with their principles for social unity and stability,
effective economic development and sovereignty. However, their positions
were shifted recently at least at the regional level. Since 2003, members of
ASEAN have planned to establish the institutionalization of liberal ideas for
encompassing human rights. ASEAN Inter-governmental Commission on
Human Rights (AICHR) was established in 2009. Member countries were
agreed for protection of the human rights of migrant workers. Moreover,
ASEAN leaders were agreed to establish the commission on the Promotion
and Protection of the Rights of Women and Children (ACWC). Although
there are wide differences among the member countries, yet, on some issues they have consensus. As human rights norms became more prominent
in the international arena, ASEAN elites quickly linked human rights with
the issue of sovereignty and power differentials in the international system.
Previously Indonesia and Myanmar did not pay attention to the protection
of human rights. Myanmar has experienced of violation of human rights
over the years. The nature of government has been changed in recent times
and some pro-citizens policies are taken. In 2003, Indonesia drafted a plan
of action for the inclusion of democratic values and human rights as the
agenda for ASEAN security Community pillar. However, like other western
advanced democratic countries ASEAN countries have started to move towards democratic values and human rights. It is a good sign. Uniformity is
required for implementation of the human rights. If this region can ensure
1
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Bengal, India

68

SW 9729-A-p298-G7.indd 68

3/27/17 4:39 PM

the human rights for all, then ASEAN may be an ideal regional organization. This paper offers a critical review of Human Rights in Myanmar and
Indonesia.
Key Words: human rights, ethnicity, region, democratic, economic
Introduction
The Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN) was
formed as a regional intergovernmental organization in 1967 through the
Bangkok Declaration. Indeed, it is illuminating to compare the establishment of ASEAN with the formation of regional intergovernmental bodies
in Western Europe after World War II. Following two world wars within the
space of 20 years, which had devastating consequences for the region, there
existed sufficient political will for states to agree to the surrender of some
elements of their national sovereignty in order to help prevent future hostilities between the member states. While Europe was seeking to provide security for states by increasing interdependence through regional integration,
South-East Asia was also seeking to achieve a similar objective through
establishing the norm non-interference. One of the key mottos of U.N.O
is protection of human rights. Through the declaration of Human Rights
and making of a number of regulations U.N.O is trying to promote human
rights. But it has not been able to ensure it. However, ASEAN’s engagement
in human rights needs to be placed in the context of ASEAN’s process of
reform initiated in response to the post-Cold War international environment.
Concept and Emergence of Human Rights
Human rights are those rights which are essential for minimum
livelihood with dignity. Human Rights are natural and inveterate claims to
certain fundamental and inalienable rights which are supposedly universal and egalitarian. These rights, though not delineated as such had existed
since time immemorial in some form or degree in traditional societies as elements of moral codes and religious beliefs. Documents asserting the rights
of individuals were published sporadically in Britain and the United States
of America from the 13th to the 19th century articulating in various stages
and degrees the need for individual rights (Paul, 2013:15-16). England’s
Magna Carta (1215) and Bill of Rights (1689), France’s Declaration of
Rights of Man and Citizens (1789), the United States Bill of Rights (1791)
are the sources of modern human fights. World War I and II have witnessed
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gross violations of human rights. That is why, to protect world-wide human
rights, the United Nations was duly vested with the primary aim of maintaining world peace and human rights. The Universal Declaration of Human
Rights had been adopted by 56 members of UNO on 10th December 1948.
Introduce of Human Rights in ASEAN
The effect of World Conference on Human Rights (held in Vienna,
Austria in June 1993) had vehemently influenced to ASEAN countries. At
the 26th Ministerial Meeting in Singapore this effect was shown sharply.
In this meeting, ASEAN members decided to follow of the guideline of
Vienna Declaration .Member states had jointly decided that ASEAN should
consider the establishment of an regional mechanism on human rights. In
normalcy, most of the states of ASEAN prefer authoritarian (?) to democratic culture. But, there are some cases, where military or authoritarian
regimes violated the minimal level of human rights. In the cases of Myanmar, the Philippines, Malaysia and partly Thailand there have been experiences of human rights violations. However, there have been major political
changes at the national and regional levels. The Philippines saw the fall
of the authoritarian Marcos regime in 1986 following the people power
revolution, mass public protests in Thailand in May 1992 brought about
democratic reforms and popular protests in Indonesia led to the fall of the
Suharto regime in 1998 after 32years of authoritarian rule. Hilary Stauffer
has rightly observed, over the past several decades, consensus around the
issue of human rights has been building. The manifestation of human rights
in Asia may ultimately look different than it does in Europe, or the United
States, or Latin America—and that is acceptable. True human rights defenders will welcome home grown mechanisms that provide a measure of
protection against rights violations for men, women and children—the citizens of Asia. Think-tanks, NGOs and multilateral organisations should do
the same. Firstly, in this paper I will discuss the current scenario of human
rights in Myanmar and Indonesia-two major states of ASEAN. Later on, I
will shed light on the structural aspects of ASEAN human rights body and
how does it functioned.
Myanmar
For well over two decades now, polarization has been a defining
feature of discussions on contemporary Myanmar. Amongst the most salient of disputes have been those addressing ethnic relations in the country.
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Recognizing variance in the competition of Myanmar’s diverse inter-ethnic
relations, two key issues come to light. First, personal experience of abuse
has played a significant role in shaping individual articulations of grievance. Second, linkages across ethnic lines have played a significant role in
tempering ethnic animosities and limiting the articulation of grievance in
explicitly ethnic terms (Sundar and Sundar, 2014:240-241).
Ethno-Religious Conflict and Violation of Human Rights
According to the latest census, the country’s population is clocking
in at 51,486,253 people, a number that includes an estimated 1.2 million
heads that were not counted in Arakan, Kachin and Karen states. The
non-enumerated total breaks down to 46,600 people in Kachin State, 69,753
in Karen State, and 1,090,000 in Arakan State. In Kachin and Karen states,
conflict between the government and ethnic armed groups prevented enumerators from entering rebel-controlled areas, while in Arakan State the
vast majority of those uncounted were Rohingya, a Muslim minority group
that the government does not recognize. Through a controversial policy
government has refused to tally individuals self-identifying as Rohingya,
contravening UN census guidelines and earning international criticism.
(Snaing, 2015:1).
Systematic repression of ethnic Rohingya Muslims in Burma’s
western Arakan State continued in 2014, especially, against 140,000 internally displaced Rohingya forced out of their homes during the violence in
2012. An estimated one million Rohingya in Maungdaw and Buthidaung
townships along the Bangladesh border continue to face restrictions on
movement, employment, and religious freedom. All Rohingya in Burma are
effectively denied citizenship on the basis of the 1982 Citizenship Law, rendering many of them, including children, stateless. The nationwide census
conducted in March-April 2014 did not permit Rohingya to self-identify
as such, and according to results released in September, 1.2 million people
in Arakan State were not included in the census. The number of Rohingya
fleeing Arakan State by boat rose dramatically in 2014, with estimates suggesting that 50-100,000 have fled since the start of 2013, mostly for Malaysia. A January 2014, incident in a Rohingya village called Du Chee Yar
Tan in Maungdaw township reportedly resulted in the killing of between 40
and 60 Rohingya villagers by security forces and Arakanese residents. One
policeman was also reportedly killed.
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The United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human
Rights conducted a short investigation under restrictive government conditions and confirmed that a violent incident had taken place, and estimated
that dozens of killings had occurred. Two government investigations and
one by the Myanmar National Human Rights Commission, which were
below international standards and did not include impartial investigators,
dismissed the incident as exaggerated. Journalists and independent human
rights monitors have not been given adequate access to the area to investigate. Partly as fallout over this incident, the government suspended on
a technicality the work of the humanitarian organization Médecins Sans
Frontières (MSF) in Arakan State. This left tens of thousands of Rohingya
without badly needed primary health care until MSF was permitted to resume activities in September.
Censorship of Media
Media freedoms, viewed by some donor countries as a key indicator of human rights progress, took a sharp downturn in 2014 as the
government increased its intimidation of media. In January, the Ministry of
Information exerted pressure on publishers to change editorial content and
bring publications in line with official spellings, and began imposing visa
restrictions on exiled Burmese and foreign journalists entering the country
by reducing their permission to stay from 3-6 months to only 28 days. In
July, a court sentenced four journalists and the editor of the weekly journal
Unity to 10 years in prison, later reduced to 7 years, for breaches of the Official Secrets Act over a story alleging a suspected Burmese military chemical
weapons plant had been built on seized land. The case alarmed many journalists who saw it as a return to past draconian punishments of media.
Indonesia
The human rights record of Jokowi’s predecessor, Susilo Bambang
Yudhoyono, in office for 10 years, was characterized more by failures and
missed opportunities than by successes. Yudhoyono’s government made little
progress in ending impunity for past serious human rights abuses by security
forces; failed to protect the rights of Indonesia’s religious minorities from
increasing harassment, intimidation, and violence by Islamist militants; allowed the enforcement of local Islamic bylaws that violate rights of women,
LGBT people, and religious minorities; and failed to address continuing
abuses in Papua.
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Freedom of Religion
According to the Jakarta-based Setara Institute, which monitors
religious freedom, there were 230 attacks on religious minorities in Indonesia
in 2013 and 107 cases in 2014 through November. The alleged perpetrators
were almost all Sunni Islamist militants; the targets included Christians,
Ahmadiyah, Shia, Sufi Muslims, and native faith believers. Throughout
2014, two Christian congregations in the Jakarta suburbs—GKI Yasmin
and HKBP Filadelfia—continued to worship in private houses due to the
government’s failure to enforce Supreme Court decisions ordering local officials to issue building permits for the congregations. National regulations,
including ministerial decrees on constructing houses of worship and a decree against religious practice by the Ahmadiyah community, discriminate
against religious minorities and foster intolerance.
On May 29, Islamist militants carrying wooden bats and iron
sticks attacked the home of book publisher Julius Felicianus in Yogyakarta
while his family conducted an evening Christian prayer meeting. The attack resulted in injuries to seven participants, including fractures and head
wounds. Police arrested the leader of the attack but later released him after
local authorities pressured Felicianus to drop charges on the basis of “religious harmony.” On June 1, Islamist militants attacked a building in Pangukan village in Sleman, Central Java, in which residents had been conducting
Pentacostal services. Police arrested the leader of the attack, but also filed
criminal charges against pastor Nico Lomboan, the owner of the property,
for violating a 2012 government ban against using private residences for
religious services. In July, Minister of Religious Affairs Lukman Saifuddin
publicly expressed support for allowing followers of the Bahai faith to
receive national identification cards, marriage certificates, and other official documents that identify them as Bahai. But Home Affairs Minister
Gamawan Fauzi rejected Saifuddin’s proposal, arguing that he could only
legally issue documents listing one of Indonesia’s six officially recognized
religions: Islam, Protestantism, Catholics, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Confucianism. Fauzi suggested Bahai members choose one of these instead.
Rights to Land
The Ministry of Forestry continued in 2014 to include forest lands
claimed by indigenous communities within state forest concessions awarded
to timber and plantation companies. In May 2013, the Constitutional Court
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rebuked the ministry for the practice and declared unconstitutional a provision of the 1999 Forestry Law that had enabled it. In October 2014,
President Widodo merged the Agriculture Ministry and the National Land
Authority into a single ministry and did the same with the Ministry of
Forestry and the Ministry of Environment. Activists hope the consolidation
will improve efficiency, reduce corruption, and allow for more effective
government oversight of land issues.
Freedom of Expression
The Indonesian government continues to arrest peaceful protesters
who raise separatist flags. On April 25, police in Ambon arrested nine
people who led a prayer to commemorate the 1950 declaration of an independent “South Moluccas Republic.” The nine were charged with treason
and in November were still on trial. On August 30, Florence Sihombing, a
graduate student at Gadjah Mada University in Yogyakarta, was arrested
on criminal defamation charges after she called the city “poor, stupid and
uncultured” on a social media network. Police dropped all charges and
released Sihombing on September 1 on condition that the university impose
academic sanctions against her. The university responded on September 9
by suspending Sihombing for one semester.
Military Reform and Impunity
Security forces responsible for serious violations of human rights
continue to enjoy impunity. September 2014 marked the 10th anniversary
of the murder of the prominent human rights defender Munir Said Thalib.
Munir was poisoned on a Garuda Indonesia flight on September 7, 2004.
Despite strong evidence that the conspiracy to kill Munir went beyond the
three individuals convicted in connection with the crime and involved high
levels of the National Intelligence Agency, Yudhoyono failed to deliver on
promises to bring all perpetrators to justice. Parliament failed to amend the
1997 Law on Military Tribunals even though the Yudhoyono administration
submitted a new draft law in February. The 1997 law is widely seen as providing impunity to members of the military involved in human rights abuses
and other crimes. If approved, the amendment would pave the way for
soldiers to be tried in civilian courts for human rights violations. No progress was made on accountability for serious security force abuses during the
32-year rule of President Suharto, including the mass killings of 1965-66,
atrocities in counterinsurgency operations in Aceh, East Timor, and Papua,
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killings in Kalimantan, Lampung, Tanjung Priok, and other prominent cases.
Women’s Rights
Discriminatory regulations against women and girls continued to
proliferate in 2014. Indonesia’s official Commission on Violence against
Women reported that, as of August, national and local governments had
passed 23 new discriminatory regulations in 2014. Indonesia has a total of
279 discriminatory local regulations targeting women. A total of 90 of those
rules require girls and women, mostly students and civil servants, to wear
the hijab. The mandatory hijab is also imposed on Christian girls in some
areas.
On September 27, the Aceh parliament passed two Islamic bylaws
which create new discriminatory offenses that do not exist in the Indonesian
criminal code. The bylaws extend Islamic law to non-Muslims, criminalizing
alcohol drinking, consensual same-sex sexual acts, homosexuality, as well
as all sexual relations outside of marriage. The bylaws permit as punishment
up to 100 lashes and up to 100 months in prison. In October, Human Rights
Watch released a short report documenting the National Police requirement
that female police applicants take an abusive “virginity test.”
Refugees and Asylum Seekers
Indonesia remains a transit point to Australia for refugees and
asylum seekers fleeing persecution and violence in countries including Somalia, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Myanmar .As of May 2014, there were
approximately 10,509 refugees and asylum seekers in Indonesia, all living
in legal limbo because Indonesia lacks an asylum law. This number includes
331 migrant children detained in immigration centres, of which 110 were
unaccompanied minors. While Indonesia delegates responsibility for processing refugees and asylum seekers to the office of the United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), it often refuses to release even
UNHCR-recognized refugees from detention centers, where conditions are
poor and mistreatment is common. Those who are released face the constant
threat of re-arrest and further detention.
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Disability Rights
On July 8, the parliament passed a new mental health act to address
Indonesia’s dire mental healthcare situation. Conditions are particularly horrific for the tens of thousands of Indonesians with psychosocial disabilities
who spend their lives shackled (pasung) instead of receiving communitybased mental health care. When implemented, the new law will address
the treatment gap by integrating mental health into general health services,
making affordable drug treatments available for people with psychosocial
disabilities, and facilitating the training of more mental health professionals.
The Gap between Legislation and Implementation
Even with the best of intentions, any ASEAN rights mechanism
is several years away from providing Southeast Asian citizens with any
kind of immediate relief from human rights violations. And even once it
becomes operational, equitable access to justice and support for rule of law
will largely depend on the strength of domestic institutions. The best protection for ordinary people will be better implementation of existing domestic
laws, strengthening of legal bodies and improvements in legal education,
which, in turn, will facilitate effective implementation of ASEAN mechanisms. Every ASEAN member state has existing domestic laws which—if
routinely and robustly implemented—could be strong tools to promote and
protect human rights, even if not couched in specific human rights language.
For example, each country has some language within its criminal laws or
criminal procedure code relating to the process that must be followed to
ensure the accused has a fair trial without a prolonged pre-trial detention
period. In almost all cases, these laws don’t match the idealised language
of the UDHR. Yes, more work can and should be done to improve the laws;
but if the goal is actually to prevent citizens’ rights from being violated,
rather than just talk about prevention, then the most pragmatic solution is
to use the instruments which already exist. Governments should use countries’ existing domestic legislation to ensure that all citizens have the right
to competent legal representation, the right to be protected from cruel and
unusual punishment, and the right to a fair trial. Human rights violations
are less likely to occur if the presumption of innocence and respect for the
rights of the accused are enshrined at every step of the legal process. The
ICJ (International Commission of Jurists) believes that to ensure this respect, there needs to be a sufficient number of trained and available public
defenders and legal aid lawyers. Defenders need to be organised in a struc-
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ture and work within a system which ensures that criminal defendants have
access to them at the earliest legally mandated time. Crucially, there needs
to be a judicial environment which respects and embraces the role of public
defenders.
Human Rights Agenda of ASEAN: Some Initiatives
The promoting and protection of human rights cooperation in
ASEAN is an evolving process. It was started by endorsement of the joint
Communiqué of 26th ASEAN Foreign Ministers Meeting in 1993 in which
ASEAN pledged, for the first time, its commitment to respect and promote
human rights. The United Nations World Conference on Human Rights in
Vienna has acknowledged this commitment. Since then, the process of
establishment an ASEAN Mechanism to promote and protect human rights
has been started. Hanoi Plan of Action, as the first Plan of Action to implement the ASEAN Vision 2020 reemphasized ASEAN’s commitment
to exchange information among its members for the protection of human
rights. The ASEAN Inter Governmental Commission on Human Rights
(AICHR) has been established to follow-up implementation of Plan. Pursuant to Article 14 of the ASEAN Charter, the ASEAN Intergovernmental
Commission on Human Rights (AICHR) shall operate in accordance with
the following Terms of Reference. There are some purposes of the AICHR:
firstly, to promote and protect human rights and fundamental freedoms of
the peoples of ASEAN, secondly, to uphold the right of the peoples of ASEAN to live in peace, dignity and prosperity, thirdly, to promote human rights
within the regional context, fourthly, to enhance regional cooperation with a
view to complementing national and international efforts on the promotion
of human rights. fifthly, to develop human rights in ASEAN states as prescribed by the Universal Declaration of Human rights (the Vienna Declaration).
Some Important Points of AICHR
The AICHR shall consist of the member states of ASEAN. Each
member state shall appoint a representative to the AICHR who should be
responsible or accountable for their activities. At the time of recruitment of
representative member states shall give due consideration to gender equality, integrity and competence in the field of human rights. Representatives
serve for three years and may be consecutively re-appointed for only one
more term. Some states of ASEAN states have made human rights a part of
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their national agenda. Both the Philippines and Indonesia had set up national
human rights Commissions, while the 1997 Thai constitution required the
establishment of such a commission by October 1999.
Role of the Secretary –General and ASEAN Secretariat
The Secretary-General of ASEAN may bring relevant issues to the
attention of the AICHR in accordance with Article 11.2 (a) and (b) of the
ASEAN CHARTER .The Secretary General of ASEAN shall concurrently
inform the ASEAN Foreign Ministers of these issues. The ASEAN Secretariat shall provide the necessary secretarial support to the AICHR to ensure
effective performance.
Work Plan and Funding
Decision-making in the AICHR shall be based on consultation and
consensus in accordance with concerned articles of the ASEAN Charter.
The AICHR shall prepare and submit a work plan of programmes and
activities with indicative budget for a cycle of five years to be approved by
the ASEAN Foreign Ministers Meeting, upon the recommendation of the
Committee of Permanent Representatives to ASEAN. The annual budget
shall be funded on an equal sharing basis by ASEAN member states. The
AICHR may also receive resources from any ASEAN member state for specific extra-budgetary programmes from the work plan. Secretarial support
for the AICHR shall be funded by the ASEAN Secretariat’s annual operational budget.
Challenges to Protection of Human Rights
The challenges of promoting and protecting of human rights in
ASEAN do not end with the adoption of ASEAN Human Rights Declaration.
Ensuring the effective implementation of the Declaration and mainstreaming the values contained therein remains a crucial challenge, particularly for
the AICHR and all relevant mechanisms in ASEAN. The commitment to
promote and protect human rights in ASEAN is high. There is disagreement
among the ASEAN states over the content and the manner of implementation of human rights norms and the lack of enforcement machinery poses
formidable obstacles to the achievement of human rights in this region. The
natures of states are different from each other. The adequate environment
of democracy is almost absent in few countries. In case of ethnic conflicts
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and majority‘s persecution over the minorities are often shown in ASEAN
states. Finalization of the negotiation on remaining issues related to human
rights protection, such as the protection and promotion of the rights of the
migration workers, remains one of the crucial challenges that require continued and collective efforts by member countries to expedite the process.
Most importantly, the diversified agenda on human rights in ASEAN is another problematic issue. Before the formation of AICHR there was no organ
in the ASEAN and also no mechanism to follow-up the implementation of
human rights related regulations. The financial constraint and lack of consensus among the states are two negative points in maintaining of human
rights in ASEAN. In some member states the issue of human rights remains
neglected due to governmental negligence, ineffective media and the silent
role of civil society. Should all simultaneously assume responsibility for the
restoration of human rights, the ASEAN states would have to face vehement
challenges from different sources.
The glaring disparity between theory and practice is nowhere more
apparent than in the field of human rights. South East Asia, not unlike any
other part of the world, is not devoid of human rights violations, which
do not escape notice abroad. The media, internet, and NGO’s have, for
example, focused particular attention on the extra-judicial killings, disappearances and tortures by the Indonesian military in East Timor, Acheh and
Irian Jaya, where separatist movements exist. Given the wide spread terror
campaign undertaken against Chinese minorities, the human rights situation in Indonesia was also closely scrutinized in the aftermath of the May
1998 riots ( Thio,1999:3). The repressive policies of the military junta in
Myanmar, the State Law and Order Restoration Council, against Mon and
Karen minorities ---including forced labour and forcible relocation –has
also assured Myanmar a place of media spotlight.
Conclusion
At the international level, individual ASEAN member states have
displayed a greater openness to acceding to human rights conventions and
have participated vigorously in human rights debates within United Nations. In many cases, the human rights related data which are published by
the members are wrong. To get substantial foreign aid from Western Developed countries, ADB, World Bank, UNO, some member states have done
this. Always there is a wider gap between theory and practice. The ASEAN
as a regional organization has already crossed 49 years. Yet the issue of
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human rights has not been of primary concern in this forum. The process
of the enhancement and protection has started slowly with the formation of
AICHR. To secure human rights in ASEAN, some initiatives are to be taken
such as: (1) a process of community building ; (2) awareness enhancement
through various channels of communication, such as publications, media,
workshop or seminars; (3) consensus on human rights issue among member
states; (4) observance of strict neutrality by the ASEAN secretariat without
any bias or partiality in maintaining human rights; (5) introduction of a
review process for monitoring member states to see their performance in
the protection of human rights. However, a strong mechanism is required to
foster greater awareness on human rights protection.
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The Need for ASEAN Reform: A Perspective on Myanmar’s Crimes
against Humanity
Dio Herdiawan Tobing*
Abstract
Violence and improper treatment of the Rohingya ethnic minority
emerged decades ago and recently the international community has pointed
out that the conflict in Myanmar can be regarded as crimes against humanity.
Discussions between policymakers and statesmen have been conducted
with regard to this acute violation of human rights. However, ASEAN as
a regional organization that includes Myanmar does not seem to be productive in addressing this issue. ASEAN member countries are to remain
silent in the discussion on the case of Rohingya’s humanitarian crisis. This
showed from the fact that during the 2009 Key Asian Meeting in Bali the
conference failed to produce any comprehensive resolution towards this
issue and the 24th ASEAN Summit, which took place in Nay Pyi Daw,
was not successful in opening discussion over the case of the Rohingya humanitarian crisis. This research provides an analysis of why ASEAN is not
productive in countering the humanitarian crisis in Myanmar, and therefore
there should be call for reform.
The overall argument is that the non-interference principle allows
ASEAN member countries to limit the space, crippling ASEAN’s moral responsibility to adopt a significant measure in order to respond to Myanmar’s
crimes against humanity. And thus, it is also believed that the non-interference principle is often raised as a justification for ASEAN member states
to remain silent to the presence of this issue. Therefore, by the presence of
this principle, ASEAN member-states tend to be more pragmatic without
opening a gate for this issue to be intensively discussed during high-level
meetings. The principle of non-interference also has made the ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights (AICHR) result in a highly
normative ending. The AICHR shows stagnant progress towards the human
rights abuses which occurred in Myanmar and there is no significant measure adopted by this intergovernmental body to alleviate or achieve any
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form of progress in the case of Myanmar’s humanitarian crisis. Thus, it is
arguable that this body remains normative. Based on these two arguments,
this research then will conclude that there is a need for ASEAN reform in
order to achieve a fruitful ASEAN Community.
INTRODUCTION
Having sheltered refugees fleeing conflict in the Middle East,
Africa, the Balkans, and South Asia since early 2015, European countries
now find themselves in another phase of the crisis: how to respond to the
refugees’ asylum requests. The situation is familiar to ASEAN, which sheltered hundreds of thousands of refugees fleeing battlefields in Indochina
decades ago, and should have been ready to cope with asylum seekers when
Myanmar, long known for its differences with minorities, became a member
of the grouping in 1997. However, ASEAN has always failed to deal with
conflict occurring within the sovereign territory of its member states. As has
been pointed out, the violence and abuses against the Rohingya minority
has been ongoing for many years, becoming more severe from 2012 when
clashes between Buddhists and Muslims in Rakhine State left 200 dead.
Other tragedies followed, reaching a peak in January 2014 when, according
to UN estimates, 40 Rohingyha men, women and children were killed after
the death of a policeman in Rakhine State was blamed on the ethnic minority
(BBC News, 2014).7 The human rights abuses of the Rohingya captured
the attention of the international community, the severity of some incidents
leading certain international and non-governmental organizations to decry
them as crimes against humanity. Furthermore, some countries urged the
government of Myanmar to take serious action on the humanitarian crisis
and to grant full citizenship to the Rohingya people. Sadly, the Myanmar
government has refused to do so.
THE UNIQUENESS OF MYANMAR’S CASE
Before discussing why the case of Rohingya in Myanmar makes
reform of ASEAN compelling, the author would like to focus first on the
reason for choosing the case of Myanmar as the research sample when there
are human rights violations in other ASEAN countries.
In order to establish that Myanmar’s case is different from others
in ASEAN, we shall compare it with the cases of West Papua, Southern
Thailand, and of the Vietnam Degar minority. First, consider the insurgency
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in Southern Thailand that has intensified since 2004 and which stemmed
from the emergence of separatists groups who demanded the central Thai
government to grant them local autonomy (Domínguez, 2015).9 The separatist movement is founded on the perception of those who live in southern
Thailand that there exists a welfare gap between them and those resident in
central Thailand. Hence economic and social matters have largely contributed to the emergence of civil unrest which reportedly has claimed approximately 6,500 casualties in deaths and injured. Though the case of Southern
Thailand might be considered a major human rights issue in Southeast Asia,
the Thai government has acknowledged the issue and attempted to intervene, last year promising to bring peace to the region (Lefevre, 2014).
Secondly, consider the massive human rights abuses in West Papua.
The government of Indonesia has not denied that there exists misuse of
power by the concerned Indonesian authority to overrule the minority in
West Papua. Although it saddens us that the human rights of Papuan people
continue to be neglected and that it is very hard to solve the situation on
the ground, the government of Indonesia does recognize the problem and is
willing to put effort into eliminating tragedy(IPWP, 2014).13 Responding to
a report on the situation in West Papua last December, Jokowi stated: “The
government is paying attention and [is] committed not only to resolve past
human-rights abuses but also to prevent rights violations from being repeated in the future,” (Kwok, 2014).19 Moreover, Jokowi added more recently
that he would like to pull back a lot of the army and police and to end the
repression in Papua (Democracy Now, 2015).8 Despite the lack of policy
enforcement on the ground, the Indonesian government’s statement should
convince us that the case of West Papua remains the sovereign responsibility
of Indonesia.
Lastly, consider Vietnam’s religious persecution of Degar or Montagnard Christian indigenous minority living in the country’s borderland.
This might be the worst case of human rights violations by comparison with
those in southern Thailand and Indonesia because there is little response [to
the persecution] from the government of Vietnam. Rather, the government
has denied the religious status of these people who were strongly affiliated
with the United States during the Vietnam War with more than 30,000 of
their ancestors serving U.S. troops (Montagnard Foundation Inc., 2012).26
Moreover, persecution of the Degar minority often takes place because the
current Vietnamese government, which is communist, fears that the minority
will undermine the ideology of the majority Vietnamese. Not received with
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confidence is a statement from the government that it is “ready to receive”
the Montagnards and word to the UNHCR that “it will not discriminate
against or punish them” (VOM, 2015).35 However, despite the inhumane
treatment of the minority, the government has never denied members of the
group Vietnamese citizenship.
The three case studies above show that there are abuses of human
rights in Southeast Asia, all of them requiring priority attention from ASEAN
member states. Importantly, the case studies also show that the abuses are
not neglected by the governments concerned, with Southern Thailand’s
case recognized by the government in Bangkok, the Indonesian government
promising to improve matters in West Papua, and the Degar minority enjoying Vietnamese citizenship. From these studies, it is clear that the human
rights abuses of note in ASEAN come under the national jurisdiction of
respective governments.
What distinguishes these cases from that of the Rohingya is the
statelessness of this ethnic minority living in the Northwest of Myanmar. It
is their status of statelessness that is the core reason why the author raises
this case to justify the need to reform ASEAN. The Rohingya are stateless because the government of Myanmar has denied citizenship to the minority group, thereby failing to fulfill their moral obligation to grant them
access to basic human rights. The Myanmar government argues that the
citizenship law of 1982 does not recognize the Rohingya as a national race,
along with other eight other “races of Burma’’, namely Arakanese, Burman,
Chin, Kachin, Karen, Karenni, Mon and Shan, as well as ancestors of those
who settled in Burma before the colonization of the British Empire in 1823
(Kingston, 2015). Although persecution of the Rohingya ethnic minority
exists, the government has denied any abuse of power on the part of the authorities (Kipgen, 2013). Myanmar authorities say that the violence directed
at the Rohingya constitutes neither religious oppression nor discrimination.
Due to the inability, unwillingness, and negligence of the government of
Myanmar to take action and deal with an issue perceived to exist within
the sovereign territory of Myanmar, the ‘ moral obligation’ to deal with it
moves one step higher, compelling ASEAN to intervene.
THE ASEAN WAY
Since its birth in 1967, ASEAN as an organization has played a
leading role in strengthening regionalism in Southeast Asia. From the six
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founding members, ASEAN grew to encompass 10 regional states by 1999.
From the start, the ASEAN member states have been seen to accord high respect to each other’s sovereignty. When conflict arose, a mechanism known
as the ‘ASEAN WAY’, consisting of four fundamental ideas of informality,
non-interference, consultation and consensus-building, has been applied
to manage it. Of the fundamental ideas, the two most famous and often
discussed by academics are non-interference and consensus-building. Non
interference prohibits foreign intervention in the domestic affairs of a sovereign country and consensus-building leads to the ASEAN tendency to shy
from adopting a joint communiqué at the end of a discussion on a sensitive
issue. A case in point was the failure in 2012 to produce a joint communiqué
after discussing the South China Sea.
Concentrating on the most fundamental aspect of the ASEAN
Way, non-interference and its relation to the Rohingya humanitarian crisis
in Myanmar, this article will analyze the core reason why Myanmar’s
crimes against humanity against the minority ethnic group compels reform
of ASEAN. To answer that question, the author argues that the massive human rights violation in Myanmar can never be solved because the progress
that ASEAN could make is hampered by adherence to the non-interference
principle and application of the consensus-building mechanism in the decision-making process. The author presents two arguments in support of
this. Firstly, the author argues that adherence to non-interference is limiting
ASEAN space and crippling its moral responsibility to adopt a significant
measure in response to Myanmar’s crimes against humanity. At the same
time, the author also believes that the non-interference principle often is
raised as justification for ASEAN member states to remain silent on this
issue. Hence ASEAN member states tend to be reluctant to open a gate for
this issue to be intensively discussed during high-level meetings. Secondly,
the writer argues that adherence to non-interference and consensus-building has resulted in the ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on Human
Rights (AICHR) becoming highly normative. In other words, the AICHR
has hardly made progress on human rights abuses in Myanmar, adopting no
significant measure to assist victims or alleviate the humanitarian crisis in
the country. Based on the arguments above, the writer contends that there
should be constitutional or charter-based reform in ASEAN.
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NON-INTERFERENCE POLICY
Support for the most fundamental argument that non-interference
is being used by ASEAN member countries to justify their silence on the
plight of the Rohingya lies in the failures of the Key Asian Meeting in Bali
in 2009 to produce a comprehensive solution on this issue (IRIN, 2009)14;
and of the 24th ASEAN Summit in Nyi Pyi Taw to open a discussion on the
same (Aung & Mclaughlin, 2014).23 U Aung Htoo, the deputy director general of Myanmar’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, at the time cited ASEAN’s
principle of non-interference in the internal affairs of member countries to
say that there was less necessity to bring this issue to such a high level of
discussion.
At the biannual summit of Southeast Asian leaders held in Myanmar in 2014, Le Luong Minh, the ASEAN Secretary-General, said the issue
of Rohingya had not been brought up and would never be brought up to
the negotiating table (Mahtani, 2014).22 Mr. Luong Minh , a Vietnamese
national, remarked that the issue was not a priority of the summit. That he
did so is regretful as it coincided with condemnations from the international
community directed at ASEAN of which Myanmar is a member state, and
at Myanmar itself.
A former foreign affairs minister of Indonesia for his part said the
inhumane acts perpetrated by Myanmar authorities against the Rohingya
minority might adversely impact all ASEAN member countries, and indeed
become a catalyst for terrorism within their borders. Under the ASEAN
Human Rights Declaration acknowledged by all 10 member states, there is
no need for Myanmar to initiate discussion on violations of human rights in
the country. Attesting to this is Article 39 of the declaration which emphasizes co-operation among all member states in the promotion and protection
of human rights in the region. This call is addressed to all ASEAN member
states, including Myanmar.
ASEAN’s failure in 2012 to produce a communiqué after discussing
the sensitive issue of the South China Sea is instructive, and perceived as
the reason why the issue of human rights violations against the Rohingya
ethnic minority has not been raised at high level meetings. However, the
failure stemming from the South China Sea discussion cannot be used as
moral justification for preventing discussion of Myanmar’s crimes against
humanity. As historical evidence shows, consensus-building is difficult on
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sensitive issues. With regard to ASEAN, the difficulty lies in all member
states having the same veto power. The question this begs is why then does
ASEAN still uphold consensus-building as a mode of operation. Is it more
important to uphold consensus-building than to attend to humanitarian
needs? That the former is upheld is the reason why this author believes
that ASEAN reform is necessary. ASEAN needs to take a huge step against
the severity of the humanitarian crisis in Myanmar. Another reason why
ASEAN fails to tackle any sensitive problem in the region is because each
member state has its own “pile of garbage” that it does not want others to
deal with (Kanparit, 2013).15 ASEAN is unhappy to see any conflict arise
in its territory and when it does, does not want to intervene in it. Therefore
there is no room for a precedent to be made. Learning from the case of
Preah Vihear, a dispute between neighbours Cambodia and Thailand, both
of which are ASEAN member states, Indonesia, another ASEAN member,
seemed to be isolated as the mediator.
In the case of massive human rights abuses of the Rohingya ethnic
minority in Myanmar that demands attention and resolution, adherence
to the principle of non-interference is often seen as a dilemma for other
ASEAN members. For example, Indonesia as the largest Muslim country
in Southeast Asia felt, under the leadership of Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono,
a moral obligation to stop the humanitarian crisis in Myanmar. However,
Indonesia also felt obliged, as an ASEAN member state, to follow the principle of non-intervention in another country’s domestic policy (Karim,
2012)16. It is very ironic that such a principle is paralyzing any country’s
attempt to act on concern over massive human rights abuses in Myanmar.
ASEAN CONSENSUS-BUILDING PREFERENCE
As has been argued, one of the core problems ASEAN faces in
dealing with this issue lies in its own tradition of consensus-building which
forms part of the ASEAN Way. Consensus-building is often very hard to
reach when the emerging problem to be discussed involves one of the member states’ sovereignty. Indeed, even if the issue of Rohingya had succeeded
to be brought up to a ministerial meeting or a summit, ASEAN would still
base its decision-making on the tradition of consensus, and Myanmar being
one of the member states would have the right to vote against the issue
being featured in the draft communiqué, and there would be no resolution
adopted by the organization. Based on this speculation, the topic of Rohingya
certainly will never be brought to a high-level discussion and this has been a
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weakness of the regional organization for many years. This is not to say that
the member states of ASEAN are not aware of the situation in Myanmar. On
the contrary, they are aware of the situation but often, despite the urgency
to address a problem, they are prevented from taking action by ASEAN’s
rule by consensus. As Charles Santiago, of the ASEAN Parliamentarians
for Human Rights has stated: “We are pleased that the Foreign Minister has
recognized the reality that the Rohingya crisis is not just a problem for
Myanmar, but one for all of ASEAN,” (Mizzima, 2015).25 Furthermore,
Amnesty International has noted before the birth of the AICHR that
ASEAN’s consensus mechanism would paralyze or weaken the regional
organization’s human rights body. Adherence to the principles of consensus-building and non-interference, Amnesty observed, would prevent
AICHR from addressing serious human rights situations that exist within
the region, like the plight of the Rohingya, and could undermine respect for
universal human rights standards (BBC, 2009).6
Not only has the tradition of consensus prevented ASEAN from
taking action. It also has weakened the regional organization, with the absence of consensus among member states leading to their tendency to leave
outstanding problems aside, and call for attention from the international
community in the event of a humanitarian crisis (Tønnesson, 2015).29 The
case of the Rohingya however does not directly affect the international
community and there is little discussion internationally. ASEAN, as the
closest regional organization, does have the responsibility to deal with the
issue involving and affecting member states, and cannot neglect it anymore.
ASEAN often has been targeted by criticisms when it tries to deal with a
human rights issue that exists within its boundaries. The principle upheld by
the organization is perceived by the international community as an “emergency exit” for turning a blind eye on member states’ human rights abuses
(Webb, 2015).36
INVOKING RESPONSIBILITY TO PROTECT?
The emerging global norm of Responsibility to Protect is an interesting concept which argues that sovereignty is no longer absolute. By
arguing that sovereignty is not absolute, the concept emphasizes that the
well-being of the people is the core concern and that states should put away
its highest asset, which is sovereignty, to ensure that human security is
achieved. The concept also argues that if a state fails to protect its populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against
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humanity, the obligation to protect moves one step higher, that is, permits
other states or the international community to take over this obligation.The
Responsibility to Protect was endorsed by the United Nations General
Assembly in 2005 and reaffirmed by the UN Security Council in 2006,
through Resolution 1674. Thereafter it has become an international norm
applied by the international community as the working language for dealing
with situations that involve humanitarian crisis. The Responsibility to Protect works under the three pillars that were formalized during the UN 2005
World Summit:
1. The State carries the primary responsibility for the protection
of populations from genocide, war crimes, crimes against
humanity and ethnic cleansing,
2. The international community has a responsibility to assist
States in fulfilling this responsibility, and;
3. The international community should use appropriate
diplomatic, humanitarian and other peaceful means to protect
populations from these crimes. If a State fails to protect its
populations or is in fact the perpetrator of crimes,
the international community must be prepared to take stronger
measures, including the collective use of force through the UN
Security Council.
To some extent, there is a possibility for the emerging norm of
Responsibility to Protect to be applied in the case of the Rohingya. The
United Nations Security Council has already issued a statement saying
widespread or systematic attacks directed against any civilian populations
because of their ethnic background, religious beliefs or faith might constitute a crime against humanity (MacDiarmid & Park, 2014).28 And by virtue
of this it is strongly arguable that the case of Myanmar’s abuses of Rohingya
human rights constitute crimes against humanity. Non-Governmental Organizations, such as Human Rights Watch, have considered the case of the
Rohingya as an instance of genocide and ethnic cleansing (HRW, 2012).12
Apart from that, as Myanmar has failed to implement the first pillar of the
Responsibility to Protect, it is morally justifiable for ASEAN, as a regional
organization , to implement it and call for intervention.34 This is because
the concept of Responsibility to Protect has been recognized as a principle
of the United Nations although it is not a legal concept but an international
norm. It is regretful that the Responsibility to Protect tends to be seen as a
tool for the international community to take control or interfere in a coun-
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try’s domestic problem. There should be a shift of perspective to change the
negative interpretation of the Responsibility to Protect. The concept should
be seen as an international mandate that ASEAN can apply as a regional
organization with regard for the ASEAN Way and informed by ASEAN
Values (Tønnesson, 2015).29 However, if ASEAN is confronted with two
overlapping principles, compelled to choose between human rights and
non-intervention, ASEAN will tend to follow the principle of non-interference rather than the human rights principle (Tønnesson, 2015).29
One relevant example was the response of ASEAN representatives during the UN Security Council meeting on the humanitarian crisis
spawned by Cyclone Nargis in 2008. Indonesia and Vietnam, the only
ASEAN member states present in the chamber, rejected the proposal of
the French Prime minister to call for humanitarian intervention under the
framework of Responsibility to Protect on grounds that the norm was not
applicable to disaster (AP-R2P, 2008).5 Indonesia also argued that there
were better forums than the UN Security Council to discuss the situation
in Myanmar resulting from Cyclone Nargis. It is regretful that Indonesia
advanced such an argument as the UN Charter makes clear that only the UN
Security Council is the legitimate and legally binding international body
that can exercise humanitarian intervention. Seemingly, Indonesia and Vietnam were trying to inhibit the discussion tending to touch on a member
state’s sovereignty.
Now that the severity of the Rohingya issue has captured the attention of the international community and drawn serious responses, ASEAN
can no longer neglect it, especially with the ASEAN member states entering
a new phase of complexity. The ASEAN Community 2015 will make ASEAN
more complex, interdependent, and integrated. As stated in the ASEAN
Political-Security Community (APSC) blueprint, the ASEAN Community
will focus on strengthening humanitarian assistance in order to have further
cooperation in the repatriation of refugees and the resettlement of internally
displaced persons.4 This clause centers on the mechanism for placing refugees under the right authority, and if it is to be implemented seriously by
ASEAN, it would be very difficult if there is no supervision of particular
measures to obtain an effective intervention. The Rohingya in Myanmar
face a dilemma because the government does not recognize the ethnic group
as part of the republic, thus rendering them stateless and deprived of citizenship, their human rights unprotected. ASEAN for its part has insisted on
upholding the principle of non-interference although as a regional organi-

90

SW 9729-A-p298-G7.indd 90

3/27/17 4:39 PM

zation it would be intervening in what is a humanitarian crisis, rather than
interfering in a domestic issue of a member state. With non-interference thus
far applied as a legal basis to justify the absence of progress on Myanmar’s
crimes against humanity, a more integrated ASEAN Community emerging
at the end of 2015 will bring even more complexities.
ROHINGYA & AICHR V. CYCLONE NARGIS & ACDM
Although Indonesia and Vietnam rejected the French prime minister’s proposal for states to rise to their Responsibility to Protect after
Cyclone Nargis struck Myanmar in 2008, ASEAN only needed a few days
to respond to this disaster. ASEAN’s then Secretary-General, Dr. Surin Pitsuwan, called on all ASEAN members to act on the emergency sparked
by the cyclone and provide assistance to its victims. It seemed then that
ASEAN wanted to play a leading role in solving the crisis, with the ASEAN
Committee on Disaster Management (ACDM) invoked for the second time
and the ASEAN Agreement on Disaster Management and Emergency Response (AADMER) invoked for the first time. On this occasion ASEAN did
play a leading role in responding to a disaster type of humanitarian crisis.
Dr. Surin at the time expressed appreciation for ASEAN’s response by
saying that the disaster ‘baptised’ ASEAN as Nargis was the first humanitarian mission in which ASEAN had played a leading role by coordinating
member states as well as the international community. The event also was
an important precedent for ASEAN to play a leading role in crisis management in the region (Fan & Krebs, 2014).10 From the choice of the word
‘baptised’ used by Dr. Surin to describe the work of ACDM on the case of
Cyclone Nargis, it can be surmised that ACDM took a very significant step
because the commission was actually breaching a state’s sovereignty and
putting aside the principle of non-interference for the sake of saving lives.
This actually amounted to ‘soft reformation’ within ASEAN showing that
members actually were capable of change given the will to do so. Sadly in
the case of the Rohingya, ASEAN member states have cited legal justification to refrain from breaching the non-interference principle.
From ASEAN’s response to Cyclone Nargis, this author seeks to
draw comparisons with the organization’s current stand towards the crimes
against humanity in Myanmar. ACDM can be seen as a specific body under
ASEAN that dealt with Cyclone Nargis. On the other hand, the ASEAN
Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights (AICHR), which also exists under ASEAN, has been unable to respond to a humanitarian crisis. The
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AICHR remains a normative regional body in ASEAN because it cannot
act in accordance with its mandate to promote and protect human rights
and ensure fundamental freedoms of the peoples of ASEAN due to the
principle of non-interference as adopted under the ASEAN Way. The limitation of this body to fulfill its mandate to promote and protect human rights
in Southeast Asia shows that there is a huge gap between the adoption of
human rights values by ASEAN and its institutional implication by the birth
of the human rights institution under ASEAN (Sugiono et al, iv).30 AICHR,
formed as a legal institution for human rights under ASEAN, should have
the most important role with regard to human rights in Southeast Asia and
become a prominent actor. Sadly, this body has taken no significant steps to
eliminate or reduce abuses of human rights in the region, especially in the
case of Rohingya. In fact, ASEAN’s strong position to prefer sovereignty at
the front line has been seen as a form of maintaining the international system in the old tradition of realpolitik (Langlois, 2013).20 Arguably, in terms
of concrete progress in human rights development by AICHR, this body
has been haunted by traditional problems that disrupt its decision-making
process. The two main issues that inhibit this commission from running
effectively are adherence to non-interference and consensus building in
decision-making (Guiyab, 2013).11 From the previous statement, it can be
assumed and concluded that in terms of decision-making on crimes against
humanity in Myanmar, these two principles play a major role in obstructing
the productivity of this organization.
Caught in the dilemma of adhering to the non-interference principle and upholding human rights values, ASEAN member states have tended
to apply ASEAN norms to refuse any regional or international intervention
in human rights issues (Nugroho, 2013).27 This is seen as the biggest obstacle
confronting the AICHR. However, it is for this reason that the author suggests ASEAN reform, because the status quo disables the regional organization from dealing with sensitive issues like the Rohingya. While non-interference is a value ASEAN member states have highly respected since
the formation of this organization, if the AICHR fails act significantly on
the humanitarian crisis in Myanmar, there is a little chance for this commission to maintain its legitimacy (Arendshorst, 2009).1 Therefore, there
is a necessity for renewal of the decision-making process in ASEAN,
especially in the AICHR, in order to strengthen the mandate of this commission. This is because in the context of the ‘ASEAN Way’, the principles
of non-interference and consensus-building constitute a massive obstacle
to the enhancement of human rights norms in the region, creating a shield
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for rights-abusing governments from external criticism, investigation, and
monitoring (Yen, 2011).37 The AICHR should not focus only on normative
ways when addressing human rights issues in Southeast Asia. When human
rights are violated or abused, or when there are crimes against humanity,
this commission has a duty and mandate to intervene, without overly considering the dilemma faced in the past. The need to do so has become more
pressing with ASEAN entering its new phase as an ASEAN Community.
ASEAN REFORM
The literature on ASEAN reform is slim, with that existing concerning the region’s response to the financial crisis in 1997. In this paper,
the author calls for ASEAN to reform its constitution, as permitted by
Article 50 of the ASEAN Charter which states: “This Charter may be
reviewed five years after its entry into force or as otherwise determined by
the ASEAN Summit.”2 The author believes that the case of the Rohingya,
which amounts to ethnic cleansing of the, justifies ASEAN taking steps now
to review and revise the charter with regard to the non-interference policy
and consensus building mechanism. This means ASEAN taking a fresh look
at the Preamble, Article 2 (2), Article 20 (10) and any others that call for
adherence to these two principles.
Firstly, given that non-interference has led ASEAN and its member
states to remain silent in the case of Rohingya, the author proposes reform of
Article 2(e), which states that “ASEAN and its Member States
shall act in accordance with the following Principles…non-interference in
the internal affairs of ASEAN member states”. While it is true that ASEAN
member states should respect each other’s sovereignty and the sovereignty
of ASEAN, the case of the Rohingya has shown that ASEAN has a responsibility to intervene as Southeast Asia’s primary organization. Although many
have argued that ASEAN has become more people-centric by upholding
human rights values and establishing the AICHR, this author holds that
ASEAN remains hampered by the non-interference policy in its attempt
make progress on the matter of human rights. Thus the author proposes
that ASEAN the organization be removed from Article 2 (e) of the charter
so that it reads “ASEAN Member States shall act in accordance with the
Following Principles….non-interference in the internal affairs of ASEAN
member states.”
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The removal would open up opportunities for ASEAN the organization to deal with problems and issues faced by member states more legitimately . And when member states fail to address such issues, as Myanmar
does in the case of the Rohingya, ASEAN could intervene legitimately as
a supranational government. Intervention by ASEAN however should be
permissible only when an issue has become severe. Member states, it must
be emphasized, should not intervene bilaterally or multilaterally without
ASEAN’s consent. This wish would not come true without implementation
of the second proposal for ASEAN reform: revision of the consensus-building mechanism for decision-making. Widely criticized, the mechanism has
been cited by Amnesty International as one reason why ASEAN could not
deal with serious human rights issues within the region (BBC, 2009).6 The
AICHR’s adoption of consensus as its working style has led to this commission being seen as a ‘toothless council’. Other critics have attributed the
very slow progress of the AICHR to the consensus-building tradition (The
Jakarta Post, 2012).31 Moreover, the consensus tradition has allowed authoritarian regimes such as Myanmar, Laos, and Vietnam to wield the same veto
power as other member states, enabling them to block production of joint
communiqués (The Wall Street Journal, 2009).32 The consensus method of
decision-making in ASEAN gives the minority or group opposing an issue
high bargaining power in the adoption of a communique.27 No consensus is
likely to be built when human rights violations come up , and thus, discussions on human rights violations by ASEAN member states will most likely
be avoided (Mercando, 2015).24
Therefore it is imperative to make progress towards revision of this
decision-making process. In the place of consensus, this author proposes
that decisions be made by a two thirds majority rule because this amount
represents a substantial portion of the membership, leaving those in the minority seeming to have an underlying political interest. Moreover, adopting
two thirds majority rule rather than simple majority rule conforms with the
decision-making process of the United Nations which does so when dealing
with issues which are crucial and sensitive 33. As Article 18 of the UN charter
states, the two-thirds majority rule is applied on “recommendations with
respect to the maintenance of international peace and security, the election
of the non-permanent members of the Security Council…”
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CONCLUDING REMARKS
To summarize the arguments and explanations presented above,
the author holds that the non-interference principle of the ASEAN Way impedes ASEAN, as a regional organization, from making progress towards
stopping Myanmar’s crimes against humanity in the case of the Rohingya
ethnic minority. The non-interference principle is often applied to limit the
space of ASEAN in discussing the issue, and has been used as legal justification for ASEAN member countries to remain silent on severe human
rights abuses in Myanmar. This is reflected in the AICHR, the human rights
commission which exists under ASEAN, and seems to be a normative organization that produces no significant progress on the issue of the Rohingya.
Reports have noted that by the end of 2010, or a year after the birth of this
commission , only two brief press releases had been released though three
official meetings had been held . The slow progress of this commission
might stem from the clash between its mandate to pursue adequate human
rights in ASEAN and the imperative to uphold the values of non-interference and consensus. It is with great regret that a commission endowed with
full authority on human rights in Southeast Asia is seen to have a very limited
role in the case of Myanmar. Last but not least, while non-interference is
one of ASEAN’s most ideal principles, upholding it risks losing ASEAN’s
legitimacy as a regional organization if in doing so ASEAN fails to take
action on human rights violations and crimes against humanity in the
region. With ASEAN moving towards greater integration of member states,
the question raised is ‘to what extent non-interference principles shall be
maintained’.
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The Role of Regional Trade in Promoting Food Security in the
ASEAN Region: Measuring the Competitiveness of ASEAN’s
Agricultural Products after the Global Food Crisis 2008
Fajar B. Hirawan1
Abstract
This paper attempts to examine the competitiveness of ASEAN’s
agricultural products in the world and the regional markets after the global
food crisis of 2008. The objective is to quantify the market share and see
how far ASEAN’s agricultural products in these markets are competitive.
Using Constant Market Share Analysis (CMSA) as one of the approaches,
this paper can be applied to determine the best policy options for ASEAN
to achieve food security in the region. Besides, this paper investigates the
intra-regional trade share index to measure the degrees of trade relationship
among ASEAN member countries. This paper suggests that it is very important to realise ASEAN’s needs for agricultural products by optimising
intra-ASEAN trade through competitiveness improvement of ASEAN’s
agricultural products. Besides, this paper advises ASEAN member states
to be more outward-looking to achieve food security in their domestic and
regional markets.
Keywords: ASEAN, competitiveness, CMSA, food security, regional trade.
Introduction
The 12th ASEAN summit, which took place in Cebu, the Philippines on 11-14 January 2007, has become a momentum for ASEAN (Association of Southeast Asian Nations) to integrate as a region with a borderless
movement of goods, services, investment, skilled labour and capital. In that
summit, all the ASEAN leaders made a strong commitment and agreed to
establish the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) by 2015 in order to
achieve higher levels of economic dynamism, sustained prosperity, inclusive growth and integrated development. Under the AEC scheme, ASEAN
member countries promote four key characteristics to achieve these goals,
such as a single market and production base, a highly competitive economic
1
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region, a region of equitable economic development and a region fully integrated into the global economy.
The food and agriculture sectors are listed as among the components to promote a single market and production base in the region. The
listing of these sectors derives from the awareness of ASEAN member countries about the importance of food production and supply in the region. After
the global food crisis hit most of the countries in 2008, global food supply
has become a vital issue, with the fear of food shortages prevalent at the
national and regional levels, especially in ASEAN. To solve the problems
related to the food and agriculture sectors, ASEAN activated the intensive
forum called the AMAF (ASEAN Ministerial Meeting on Agriculture and
Forestry) that was initiated by the Manila consensus in 1979. The meeting
underlines several efforts by ASEAN to increase agricultural production,
such as by promoting cooperation, through joint approaches and technology
transfer among member countries. Several frameworks have been initiated
to improve agricultural production, such as the ASEAN Integrated Food
Security (AIFS) Framework, Strategic Plan of Action on Food Security in
the ASEAN region (SPA-FS), ASEAN Multi-sectoral Framework on Climate Change and Agriculture and Forestry towards Food Security.
Based on the AEC blueprint, ASEAN member countries should
enhance intra-ASEAN trade and the competitiveness of ASEAN’s food
and agricultural products in order to realise a single market and production base in the region. Beyond intra-ASEAN trade, and in consideration
of the importance of external trade and of being outward looking, ASEAN
member countries have involved three neighbours to the Northeast, namely
China, Japan and South Korea, in plans to improve food production and
supply within the ASEAN region since 2001. These include the ASEAN+3
Comprehensive Strategy for Food Security and Bioenergy Development
(APCTS-FSBD) Framework and the Strategic Plan of Action on Food and
Energy Security (SPA-FES).
Several studies have shown that most ASEAN member countries
usually deal with issues of food availability and food accessibility from the
perspective of food security. In other words, constraints commonly found
in their efforts to promote food security are supply shortages and lack of
distribution or access. In several ASEAN member countries, such as Indonesia and the Philippines, low production, lack of infrastructure, lack of
innovation, logistics and transportation costs, and a low rate of investment
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in research and investment in agriculture are seen by experts as the main
problems of achieving food security.
Investment is a strategic policy that seems important to food security development, and to moving towards the aim of self-sufficiency in food
production. In response to that, the barriers to entry need to be reduced to
attract more investment in the ASEAN region. The food crops and plantation sectors must be made more attractive to investors so as to attract a
larger share of primary sector investment. Hence, ASEAN member countries should be more intensive in offering investment in agricultural or
food sectors, especially to other ASEAN member countries under the AEC
scheme.
The other strategic policy that looks significant to ASEAN is active participation in interregional and multilateral economic cooperation.
These trading activities could become a solution for achieving food security
at all specific levels, from the national to the global. In other words, member
countries’ trade in agricultural and food products needs to be strengthened
at those different levels, especially at the regional or ASEAN level. These
kinds of trade agreements are essential to enabling these countries to fulfil
their agriculture and food products needs and are keys to enhancing trade
cooperation, thus promoting food security domestically and regionally.
Trade cooperation tends to be very significant for ASEAN member
countries, many of which are island states facing various issues in the logistics
and transportation services sectors. Costly inter-islands sea transportation
leads to difficulties in the distribution of goods to remote regions. Because
it is very obvious that an efficient services industry is required to solve the
distance problem, it is crucial to ASEAN’s development that the logistics
and transportation services sectors are improved. The development of inter-island transportation is a key to ensuring that production activities in
different parts of the country can take place efficiently, and that people can
have sufficient access to goods and services.
In summary, AEC seems very relevant as a constructive scheme
for all ASEAN member countries to enhance the role of regional trade, services and investment to achieve food security in the region. In response to
this issue, regional trade and services sector needs to be further developed.
Regional trade can reduce logistics and transportation costs. Intra-ASEAN
trade is a requirement to maintain national and regional food stocks. Mean-
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while, regarding investment, ASEAN should realise that food security is an
investment in developing human capital and fulfilling a basic human right.
Thus, agricultural investment should also be prioritized as a strategic way to
promote and achieve food security nationally and regionally under the AEC
scheme.
This paper intends to analyse the role of regional trade in promoting
food security in the ASEAN region. The main research question for this
paper is: How can ASEAN fulfil food demand within the region. This main
research question will be complemented by several supporting questions,
such as how competitive are the ASEAN’s agricultural products in the
world and regional markets, how the export value of ASEAN’s agricultural
products can grow, and what should be done to realise regional trade as a
solution to promote food security in the region.
Literature Review
The literature review focuses on several concepts that form the
foundation of this research, such as food security definition and its pillars,
regional trade and competitiveness. The concept of food security has been
developed since 1974 when it was defined as the availability at all times of
adequate world food supplies of basic food stuff to sustain a steady expansion of food consumption and to offset fluctuations in production and prices
(UN, 1975). Nine years later, the definition of food security highlighted
physical and economic access to the basic food (FAO, 1983). In 1986, the
definition focused more on health issues, emphasising access to all people
at all times to enough food for an active and healthy life (World Bank,
1986). After considering health issues, food security definition paid more
attention to nutrition from 1996, especially during the World Food Summit
in Rome that year. Since then, food security has been defined as a situation
that exists when all people, at all times, have physical, social and economic
access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs
and food preferences for an active and healthy life (FAO, 2002). This definition, which was introduced to the public as the result of World Food Summit
2002, has been applied in research related to food security until now.
The evolution of the definition and concept not only arises for food
security but also for its pillars. Since the 1980s, the pillars of security have
developed from only two to four that have been used by scholars who deal
with food security issues. In 1983, the FAO listed availability and acces-
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sibility as the pillars of food security (FAO, 1983). Then, at the end of the
1990s or the beginning of 2000s, people seemed to consider food safety
and nutrition. Consequently, food security pillars did not only concentrate
on availability and accessibility but also on utilisation (Young, 2001; Pelletier, 2002; Drimie and Ruysenaar, 2010). Webb and Rogers (2003), as
well as Maunder and Wiggins (2007), responded to these three pillars, and
suggested that all three be developed simultaneously to promote food security. Later, several studies added stability as the fourth pillar to get a better
understanding of the concept and definition of food security (Swindale and
Bilinsky, 2005; FAO, 2005; FAO 2007). And since theWorld Food Summit
in 2009, four pillars of food security have been highlighted as the pillars that
have to be considered when undertaking studies on food security.
As mentioned in the introduction section, there are several strategic
policies to promote food security. One of these is optimising regional trade.
In the context of ASEAN, there are some studies that focus mainly on intra-regional trade to promote food security in the region, such as those by
Bello (2004), Pongsrihadulchai (2010), Chandra and Lontoh (2010), Briones (2011) and Waiyeelin and Yamao (2012). Bello (2004) focuses on how
to strengthen ASEAN’s role in the global market by increasing the competitiveness of ASEAN products. Chandra and Lontoh (2010) highlight the
importance of harmonisation between domestic and regional food security
policies to reduce policy gaps and to strengthen food security coordination in the region. Besides ASEAN, there are several studies that focus on
how to promote regional trade to promote security in other regions, such as
Maasdorp (1998) and van Rooyen (2000) in the Southern African Development Community (SADC), Rueda-Junquera (1998) in the Central America,
Chand (2007), Dorosh (2008) and Taneja, et.al (2011) in South Asia, Felipe
and Kumar (2012) in Central Asia, and Hotopp, et.al (2002) in the Central
and Eastern Europe.
In response to Bello (2004) on the importance of agricultural products’ competitiveness to promote food security in the region, this paper discusses the concept of competitiveness. Competitiveness is the key criterion
to assess the success of countries, industries and companies (Mehralian and
Shabaninejad, 2014). At least there are two yearly reports that could be used
to observe competitiveness progress in a certain country or region, such as
the Global Competitiveness Report by the World Economic Forum and the
World Competitiveness Yearbook by the IMD (International Institute for
Management Development?). The Global Competitiveness Report defines
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competitiveness as a set of institutions, policies, and factors that determine
the level of productivity. On the other hand, the World Competitiveness
Yearbook defines competitiveness as how an economy manages the totality
of its resources and competencies to increase the prosperity of its population. Hence, the general characteristics of competitiveness include more
market share, greater profitability, and long-term growth stability. These
characteristics are expected to improve social welfare and living standards.
Thus, countries, companies and industries must be truly competitive in domestic and international markets to survive.
Research Methodology
This paper applies two quantitative tools, Constant Market Share
(CMS) analysis and intra-regional trade share index, as the methodology to
answer the research questions. CMS analysis has been used as one of the
tools in trade analysis since 1950s when Tyszynski conducted research on
world trade in manufactured commodities from 1899-1950. Since then, this
tool has become popular for analysing changes in the exports of a country
or region. CMS analysis is a technique for decomposing the growth in a
country’s or region’s exports into components that correspond to holding its
market shares constant at various levels (Gilbert, 2010a). Gilbert (2010a)
also explained that the theoretical foundations of CMS analysis come up
from the idea that demand for exports in a given market from competing
sources is a function of the relative prices.
CMS analysis can be explained through the identity equation below.
ଵ
ଵ
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The letter “i” represents the commodities or products exported by
the country or region of interest. Meanwhile, the letter “j” exemplifies country or region to which commodities or products are exported. Furthermore,
the letters “VE” characterise the value of exports from the country or region
under research. The superscript “0” and “1” denotes the time or period and
the letter “r” shows the world’s exports growth rate over the period.
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The outcome of CMS analysis will be shown as in the figure below.
Figure 1. CMS analysis outcomes

Source: International Trade Centre (ITC), modified from Tambunan
(2006) p. 16.
For the CMS analysis outcome, this paper intends to show the
result using a bubble chart that will be located surrounding four different
quadrants, depending on the calculation result from the CMS analysis.
The bubble represents the product, and the size of the bubble represents its
market share in a certain market. The four different quadrants have their
characteristics, especially regarding degree of competitiveness along the X
axis and level of trade value growth in the Y axis. If the bubble is located
in the first quadrant (upper right), this means the product is the champion
because it is competitive and enjoys a positive trade value growth in the
market. If the bubble is located in the second quadrant (upper left), we can
call the product an underachiever because it is less competitive even though
it enjoys positive trade value growth. If the bubble is located in the third
quadrant (lower left), the product is declining due to its inferior characteristics, less competitive and has a negative trade value growth in the market.
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Moreover, then, the fourth quadrant (lower right) represents the achievers
in adversity products which are competitive but have a negative trade value
growth.
Meanwhile, the intra-regional trade share index is an index that
measures a percentage share of the particular region’s total trade. In other
words, it is a summation of total exports and imports in the region (ADB,
2013). The formula of intra-regional trade share index can be written as the
following.

ITSi ,t

ITi ,t
Ti ,t

u100

Where ITi,t represents region i’s intra-regional trade in year t and
Ti,t denotes region i’s total trade in year t or total exports and imports of
region i. The value of the intra-regional trade share index is ranging between
0 and 1. The higher value implies the importance of the regional trade. This
measurement has some limitations, such as misleading information due to
biases caused by the number of countries/the size in the region (Gilbert,
2010b; Iapadre, 2004). Moreover, this measurement is also a very problematic indicator (Hamanaka, 2012). But, even though it has some limitations,
it is still important to analyse regional integration, especially the analysis
which uses cross-region and time-series analysis (Iapadre, 2004).
This paper uses the United Nations Statistical Division Commodity
Trade (UN COMTRADE) database, specifically harmonised commodity
description and coding system (HS) nomenclature product classification
2007 version. The data is accessed from the World Integrated Trade Solution
(WITS) World Bank. There are five commodities or agricultural products,
namely meat of bovine animals, fresh or chilled/beef (HS 0201), maize/corn
(HS 1005), rice (HS 1006), soybeans, whether or not broken (HS 1201), and
cane or beet sugar and chemically pure sucrose, in solid form (HS 1701).
Research Findings
This section provides the result of CMS analysis based on the formula given in the research methodology section. Zabregs (2004) stated that
CMS analysis is a tool to help scholars or researchers understand the structure of country’s or region’s exports and its competitiveness. This paper focuses on the structure of five ASEAN agricultural products both in the world
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and regional markets. In the world market, after the global food crisis 20072008, both world and ASEAN agricultural products performed variously
with regard to their export growth in the world market. Based on figure 2,
the export growth of ASEAN’s sugar product (HS 1701) in the world market amounts to 70 percent from 2010-2012, and is the highest among four
other products. Furthermore, the export growth of ASEAN’s beef product
(HS 0201) in the world market is the second highest, followed by ASEAN’s
soybean (HS 1201), at 61.1 percent and 25.9 percent respectively. Meanwhile ASEAN’s corn/maize and rice experience negative export growth.
Moreover, for the world agricultural products, only the export growth of
world corn/maize and soybean show positive growth accounting for 35.5
and 36 percent respectively. The other three world products, such as beef,
rice and sugar, experience negative export growth in the world market after
the global food crisis of 2007-2008 and during 2010-2012.
Figure 2. Market growth of world and ASEAN’s agricultural products in
the world market, 2010 – 2012 (in percent)

Source: UN COMTRADE (author’s calculation)
Figure 3 provides the CMS analysis result of ASEAN’s agricultural
products in the world market during 2010-2012. Based on figure 3 below,
ASEAN’s rice (HS 1006) and sugar (HS 1701) are the ASEAN’s agricultural products that enjoy significant market shares in the world market, at
25.5 and 15.88 percent respectively. They are followed by ASEAN’s corn/
maize (0.38 percent), soybean (0.04 percent) and beef (0.01 percent). ASEAN’s sugar (HS 1701) performs very well and can be classified as a champion or very competitive product with positive market growth value during
2010-2012. As a champion product, it can be treated as a success story or
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reference for other products and does not need more effort to promote it
in the world market. Meanwhile, ASEAN’s rice (HS 1006) has a different
story in the world market. It is located in the third quadrant which means
that it is less competitive and has negative market growth value in the world
market. A product with such characteristics can be called declining and in
need of extra promotional efforts, with a solution to overcome the demand
and supply problems to be found by adopting a more integrated approach.
Figure 3. ASEAN’s agricultural products in the world market, 2010 – 2012

Source: UN COMTRADE (author’s calculation)
In the regional or ASEAN market, based on figure 4, the export
values of ASEAN’s beef (HS 0201), soybean (HS 1201) and sugar (HS
1701) grow positively by 77.2, 28.5 and 35.2 percent respectively. Meanwhile, the other two ASEAN products, corn/maize (HS 1005) and rice (HS
1006), experience negative export growth in the regional market during
2010-2012. The negative export growth, especially for ASEAN rice, is more
likely caused by the flood disaster in 2010 in Thailand, one of the biggest
rice producers in the world and ASEAN. Moreover for the world agricultural products, beef and rice show negative export growths in the ASEAN
market. Meanwhile, the world’s corn/maize, soybean and sugar experience
positive export growths in the ASEAN market during 2010-2012.
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Figure 4. Market growth of world and ASEAN’s agricultural products in
the ASEAN market, 2010 – 2012 (in percent)

Source: UN COMTRADE (author’s calculation)
Finally, figure 5 shows CMS analysis results of ASEAN’s agricultural products in the ASEAN market during 2010-2012. There are two
big bubbles based on figure 5 below, and they represent sugar and rice. In
the ASEAN market, sugar and rice from ASEAN lead the market share by
57.42 and 51.14 percent respectively. Similar to ASEAN’s sugar and rice in
the world market, in the ASEAN market these two products also have a significant market share and are located in the same quadrant. ASEAN’s sugar
(HS 1701) performs very well, and can be classified as a champion or very
competitive product with positive market growth value during 2010-2012.
As such, it can be treated as a success story or reference for other products
with no need for more effort to promote this product in the ASEAN market.
Meanwhile, ASEAN’s rice (HS 1006) is located in the third quadrant which
means that it is less competitive and has a negative market growth value
in the ASEAN market. As a declining product, ASEAN’s rice needs extra
promotional efforts, with a solution as to why it is less competitive and has
negative market growth to be found by identifying the problems both from
demand and supply sides.
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Figure 5. ASEAN’s agricultural products in the ASEAN
market, 2010 – 2012

Source: UN COMTRADE (author’s calculation)
The other finding of this paper is based on the measurement of the
intra-regional trade share index. Intra-ASEAN trade share measures the significance of an ASEAN trading bloc. In this case, it is ASEAN which consists of 10 countries: Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, Myanmar, Viet Nam,
Laos, Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, Philippines, and Thailand
Figure 6. Intra-ASEAN trade share, 2010 – 2012

Source: UN COMTRADE (author’s calculation)
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Figure 6 displays the intra-ASEAN trade share during 2010-2012
or after the global food crisis of 2007-2008. The value of intra-ASEAN
trade share in 2010 is 0.27, slightly increasing to 0.29 in 2012. If classified into five different agricultural products, sugar has the highest value of
intra-ASEAN trade share with around 0.48 to 0.57 during 2010 to 2012.
It is followed by rice that experienced a significant decline in 2012, corn/
maize, beef, and soybean. The significant drop in intra-ASEAN trade share
in rice products was likely caused by the flood disaster that hit the biggest
producer rice in ASEAN, Thailand. Since then, most ASEAN countries that
needed rice did not depend on Thailand, but tended to import the grain from
other Asian countries outside ASEAN, such as China and India.
Summary and Policy Recommendations
The importance of the agricultural products trade within the
ASEAN community demonstrates the need for effective policy and agreements
within the region. ASEAN should manage and foster these large and very
importantt agricultural products to achieve food security regionally and nationally.
ASEAN’s agricultural products both in world and ASEAN markets raise a
different issue that has to be taken into account by the ASEAN community
to realise food security in the region. Based on the findings from the previous
section, during 2010-2012, sugar and rice products from ASEAN enjoy quite
a significant market share in the world market (15 and 25 percent respectively)
and both products record more than 50 percent of the market share in ASEAN.
Meanwhile, beef, corn/maize and soybeans product are not too significant in
their trading activity in the world (less than 1 percent) and ASEAN markets
(less than 5 percent). ASEAN’s sugar is the only regional product that is more
competitive both in the ASEAN and world markets during 2010-2012.
Thus, it seems that ASEAN member countries should not rely
on the ASEAN market to achieve their food security, especially when
unexpected events, such as the flood disaster that hit Thailand at the end
of 2011, can harm the availability of agricultural products for food in the
region. The intra-ASEAN trade share (total trade) during 2010-2012 is also
too low (0.27-0.29 out of 1) and this index could support the development of
intra-ASEAN trade during that period. However, there is still an opportunity
for the ASEAN member states to strengthen their regional trade, especially
in agricultural products, because they seem serious about strengthening their
economic capacities starting with the launching of the AEC at the end of 2015.
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Regarding the facts above, there are four policy recommendations
that should be underlined. Firstly,ASEAN should improve the competitiveness
of agricultural products, especially within the ASEAN market. Secondly,
ASEAN should improve and optimise intra-ASEAN trade to promote
regional food security. Thirdly, beyond intra-ASEAN trade, ASEAN
should improve food production and supply within the region, and be more
outward looking with regard to external trade. Lastly, ASEAN member
countries should increase their food availability and accessibility through
investments in the agriculture and infrastructure sectors, especially in
research and development.
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ASEAN Politics: Playing Pass – Who Should Accept Responsibility for
the Rohingya Refugees at Sea?
Felix Tan Thiam Kim
Abstract
Hundreds have been left stranded off the seas in rickety boats near
the shores of Malaysia, Thailand and Indonesia in recent months. Given the
sheer humanitarian crisis that it has since sparked, no country was willing to
give these ‘boat people’ any form of safe refuge or even extending a helping
hand. Not least until it caught the attention of the international community,
who were incensed by the apparent lack of political will amongst Southeast
Asian countries to aid these marooned refugees, when Malaysia and Indonesia finally obliged to provide temporary shelter and aid to them until a
more amicable solution is found. Member states within ASEAN began to
shift most of the blame to Myanmar, where, apparently, a large number of
these refugees seemed to have come from. Myanmar, on the other hand,
has argued that there are also those who are economic refugees from poverty-stricken Bangladesh and are not necessarily ‘Rohingyas’ from within
Myanmar. Shortly after the media storm the ‘boat people’ has created in the
international community, Thailand admitted that most of those ‘boat people’
have been victims of human trafficking. Images of mass graves found in
Malaysia and Thailand further highlighted the plight of some of these ‘boat
people’, or refugees, who have found their way onto land, some trespassing
the porous borders of Southeast Asia. There have been a myriad of debates
about where these ‘boat people’ might have come from and how countries
can help alleviate the predicament of these people. However, one thing is
certain, something has to be done to resolve this humanitarian crisis that
will most likely dominate discussions in future ASEAN summits or ministerial meetings. Who is to be blame? Whose responsibility is it anyway?
These problems are not new, but the latest humanitarian crisis, however, has
put the entire issue squarely onto the shoulders of ASEAN as an effective
regional organisation. Established in November 2011, the ASEAN Coordinating Centre for Humanitarian Assistance on disaster management (AHA
Centre) might finally be seeing its biggest challenge yet. The issue with the
‘boat people’ – and the ‘Rohingyas’ in Myanmar – has not only posed a
huge humanitarian problem to ASEAN, but also underlined the role and the
ineffectiveness of ASEAN in crisis management. This paper will, therefore,
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aim to examine these problems that the ASEAN regional group faces. It also
aims to provide possible political and security solutions that the ASEAN
community can take to rectify this crisis.
SIM Global Education Introduction
In May 2015, rickety boats swamped with alleged economic and
political refugees were abandoned in the high seas off the coast of Malaysia, Thailand and Indonesia. This took the international headlines by storm.
While many of the refugees were from Bangladesh, the spotlight was on
the substantial number of stateless Rohingyas fleeing political persecution from neighbouring Myanmar. The plight of these refugees was further
compounded by an outright refusal amongst these targeted nations to offer any help. Instead, they were turned away, starving and suffering from
dehydration, to figure a way out of their predicament. Complicating the
matter, the captains of these boats and their human smugglers had made
a quick dash to safety before the authorities caught up with them, leaving
the refugees stranded in the middle of nowhere to fend for themselves. The
appalling treatment of these refugees resulted in a swift rebuke from the
United Nations, who urged leaders of the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (ASEAN) to take the necessary action in order to avoid a possible
humanitarian disaster. The UN Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon reiterated
that ASEAN has an obligation to rescue those stranded at sea.1 After receiving much notoriety from the international community, Malaysia, Indonesia
and Thailand finally decided that they would rescue these refugees albeit
only providing them temporary relief until they can be resettled within a
year. Indonesia has also since claimed that whilst most of the boat people
were from Bangladesh, there are also only a substantial number who were
Rohingya refugees from Myanmar.2 Regardless of where they come from,
there are those who strongly believe that the onus of responsibility of the
international community as well as ASEAN is to ensure that appropriate
humanitarian responses be given to these “boat people.” In addition, there
is a need for ASEAN to swiftly identify those who are found to be illegal

1
“UN tells South-east Asian countries not to turn away migrants”, The Straits Times, May
15 2015, <http://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/un-tells-south-east-asian-countries-not-toturn-away-migrants>, accessed September 28, 2015
2
“Indonesia believes most migrants at sea not Rohingya: Australia”, The Jakarta Post, May 23 2015,
<http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2015/05/23/indonesia-believes-most-migrants-sea-notrohingya-australia.html>, accessed September 28, 2015
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labourers from Bangladesh seeking economic opportunity and those who
are Rohingya Muslims escaping from the hardships brought on by dire
political circumstances in Myanmar.
It was also later revealed that numerous trafficking sites and makeshift refugee camps were found in Thailand and Malaysia. This further
highlights the dilemma of these refugees. They can remain stranded on the
high seas waiting for some form of humanitarian aid to arrive, or if they
manage to reach land, they are forced into dangerous and unsanitary camps
where their captors routinely abuse them.
Politically persecuted and considered social outcasts by the
Myanmar authorities as well as some local Buddhist groups, the Rohingya
Muslims have found that the best option in their plight is to leave the country
that they have called home. Moreover, although they have suffered economic
discrimination and ethnic segregation in their home country, many of them
for generations,
the [Myanmar] government has [also] claimed that they are, in
fact, Bengalis. They have no rights and cannot even legally leave
their area in the townships along the border… the military claims
that these people are in effect illegal immigrants, and therefore
they have no right to citizenship.3
The political rhetoric amongst the authorities in Myanmar has
been that the Rohingya Muslims are not native to Myanmar, unlike the other
recognised –and registered– ethnic groups living in the country. This has
further complicated matters since under such terms, and having no citizenship, once they leave the country there is no possible way for them to be
repatriated back to Myanmar. On May 29th 2015, Thailand hosted a regional
conference to resolve this issue.4 Some saw this conference as a failure due
to ASEAN’s reluctance to overtly recognize the humanitarian crisis engulfing the region. In this way ASEAN was legitimising efforts to block the flow
of refugees into the destination countries. There were delegates who were
more positive, calling the conference “very constructive.”5 Nevertheless,
3

Steinberg, David I., Burma/Myanmar: What Everyone Needs to Know, second edition
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 109
4

Fredrikson, Terry, “Boat People Meet: Immediate help but long term problem unsolved”,
Bangkok Post, May 30 2015, <http://www.bangkokpost.com/learning/learning-fromnews/576619/
thailand-hosts-boat-people-conference-today>, accessed September 28, 2015
5
ibid.
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Myanmar’s continued refusal to engage in any talks where the word ‘Rohingya’ is used does not bode well for the country from which a substantial
portion of these refugees originated.
Whose responsibility should it be?
Who is to blame? Whose responsibility is it anyway? What should,
and could, ASEAN do to stem the flow of refugees and their systematic
abuse? Should Myanmar be held responsible for this tragedy? These have
been some of the questions asked about this humanitarian crisis. The most
direct way would be to point to the source: the Myanmar government. The
Myanmar authorities’ refusal to recognise the Rohingya Muslims residing
in its north-western state of Rakhine has culminated, over the years, in so
many of these people scrambling into rickety boats and setting sail on the
high seas to escape political persecution. The large number of Rohingya
refugees rushing to cross illegally into nearby Muslim countries, especially
Indonesia and Malaysia, has posed huge humanitarian problems not just to
the destination countries and Thailand as a transit country, but also to ASEAN
as the regional organisation.
But the Rohingyas are not alone. There are uncountable numbers
of Bengalis who have been facing decades of poverty and economic hardship that have led many of them to turn to human smuggling rings in hopes
of settling in neighbouring countries, with the promise of good-paying jobs,
but for most, simply a new life. Human trafficking in this region, with
its porous borders, has also highlighted the endemic problem of illegal labourers streaming in from these countries unfettered. Depite this earlier and
wider context, the latest humanitarian crisis has put the entire issue squarely
onto the shoulders of Myanmar and ASEAN. Thailand and Malaysia has
also unearthed mass graves as some of the illegal migrant camps. Reports
of rapes and abuses have also put a spotlight on a variety of other atrocities
committed at these camps.
The Rohingya crisis has also underlined the ineffectiveness and the
limitations of ASEAN as a regional organisation in dealing with such crises
and preventing such incidents from occurring. ASEAN members have also
vehemently refused to take responsibility and rejected these refugees, sending
them back into the seas despite an outpouring of international condemnation and a genuine humanitarian crisis. ASEAN countries have always been
“constrained by the modus operandi of the grouping, which emphasizes
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consensus decision-making and non-interference in the internal affairs of
its members.”6 It was only when the global outcry became too difficult to
ignore that Indonesia and Malaysia said they would provide safe haven to
these refugees and give them temporary relief for up to one year, before
sending them back to wherever they came from.
Myanmar’s refusal to recognise the existence of the Rohingyas
as an ethnic minority within the state makes the situation even more problematic:
[t]he Rohingya’s lack of citizenship lies at the heart of why they
fled to Malaysia [and other countries]… [But] by denying them
citizenship, Burma [also known as Myanmar] is violating
international law. It is also forcing its neighbours to bear the
burden of its actions.7
Myanmar’s continued refusal to grant any form of recognition to
this group makes it a problem for its neighbours. There are, however, other
factors that plague this matter and we need to look from a broader perspective at some of the structural problems that persist for the Rohingya in
Myanmar.
In Perspective: Myanmar and Rohingya Muslims
The 1982 Citizenship Law in Myanmar has designated three main
categories of citizens; namely, full citizens, associate citizens, and naturalised citizens. These are the colour-coded as pink, blue and green, respectively. Under Section (2) and Section (3) of the Burma Citizenship Law
instituted in 1982, most of the Rohingyas do not fall into any of these categories, thereby transforming their status to that of illegal immigrants. This
denial of citizenship has inevitably led to the deprivation of basic needs that
a state can provide, as well as the demolition of mosques, forced labour, and
forfeiture of landholdings, without any hope of compensation. Some of the
Rohingyas have owned their land since the time of their forefathers. 8
6

Pedersen, Morten B., Promoting Human Rights in Burma: A Critique of Western Sanctions
Policy (Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2008), p. 66
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“Malaysia/Burma: Living in Limbo: Burmese Rohingyas in Malaysia”, Human Rights
Watch, August 2000, Vol. 12, No. 4, pp. 55 – 56
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Ahmed, Imtiaz, ed., The Plight of the Stateless Rohingyas: Responses of the State, Society
and the International Community (Bangladesh: The University Press Limited, 2010), pp. 16 – 17
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Until there is a concerted effort by the Myanmar government toward some
semblance of recognition of this group within its borders, “the Rohingya
are [and will be] left in a state of legal limbo, without legal residency and
its accompanying rights in any country.”9 This statelessness inadvertently
makes it difficult for these political refugees to seek asylum or relocation in
another country.
One particular issue to note with regards to Burmese identity in an
emerging Myanmar is this false sense of a unified Burmese-ness. This
[n]ationalism reinforced by past colonial oppression has become
a central factor in political legitimacy and affects all foreign
relations and foreign assistance… There is a persistent (however
erroneous) belief that Burmese (i.e. Burman) culture is under
attack from foreigners, and only the military can save both
the state and its (Burman) culture… The state generally considers
indigenous minorities… as less cultured at best… [to the extent
that] strong internal anti-Muslim prejudices continue to affect
state politics and are generally prevalent, although they are most
obvious in relation to the Rohingyas of Rakhine (Arakan).10
The larger problem is not simply just about the Bengali-Rohingya
ethnic identity. Permeating Myanmar society, “there seems to be a general
resentment against Muslims among a majority of ethnic Burmans. In all,
there is an image of a social disorder at work, an image that has to be taken seriously even though other social and political problems are the main
reasons behind the grievances.”11 This has caused the issue to move beyond
the ethnic divide and take on a more religious tone. However, there are
some who attribute this divide to the 1960s under the military dictatorship
of General Ne Win. It has been argued that “[w]hen Muslims and Buddhists
were gaining understanding among each other in the late 1960s and early
1970s… it was… whispered that Arakan [Rakhine] would be swallowed up
by the Muslims with the backing of the neighbouring Bangladesh, and the

9
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Watch, August 2000, Vol. 12, No. 4, p. 5
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(New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 157
11
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international Islamic organizations… This aroused religious fervor all over
the country.”12 Such nationalistic rhetoric seems still to be used in present-day Myanmar as a means to instil fear amongst the general Buddhist
public and to stoke an emotional reaction using religious and racial undertones.
Some in Myanmar have accused the Muslims of trying to displace
Buddhism in the country.13 The rise of Buddhist extremist groups in recent years, such as the 969 Movement led by the monk Ashin Wirathu and
MaBaTha (the Organisation for the Protection of Race and Religion) has
further put the spotlight on the Muslim-Buddhist antagonism that has surfaced in Myanmar in recent years. Needless to say, the group that is most
affected by this has been the Rohingyas in the State of Rakhine. Although
“[m]ost Buddhists [there]… do not see the growth of the Muslim community
as a political or security threat, [they do see them] as an economic, social
and cultural problem,”14 pitting the minority Muslims against the majority
Buddhists for scarce resources and social space within the country, especially within Rakine State. This encroachment has further strengthened the
Buddhist identity narrative in the country, placing politicians in a dilemma,
especially those from the National League for Democracy (NLD), the party
of Nobel Laureate Aung San Suu Kyi.
In the political realm, there have been some attempts to resolve
the problem of the Rohingya Muslims. A plan to decide on whether to give
citizenship ID cards to Muslims in Rakhine had initially been tabled by
Speaker of the Pyithu Hluttaw (Lower House), Shwe Mann.15 This has since
been shelved after his dramatic removal from the party leadership, although
he narrowly managed to salvage his post as House Speaker. President Thein
Sein has initially planned to give voting rights to the Muslims as a minority
group. However, pressure from the military-dominated parliament and various Buddhist organisations made the President cancel this plan.16 In August
12
Shwe Lu Maung, Burma: Nationalism and Ideology – an analysis of society, culture and
politics (Bangladesh: The University Press Limited, 1989), p. 66
13
Walton, Matthew J., and Susan Hayward, Contesting Buddhist Narratives: Democratization,
Nationalism, and Communal Violence in Myanmar (Honolulu, Hawaii: East-West Center, 2014), p. ix
14
Selth, Andrew, Burma’s Muslims: Terrorists or Terrorised? (Canberra, Australia: Strategic and
Defence Studies Centre, The Australian National University, 2003), p. 12
15
Cheesman, Nick, Monique Skidmore and Trevor Wilson, Myanmar’s Transition: Openings,
Obstacles and Opportunities (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2012), pp. 42 – 43
16
“Myanmar revokes Rohingya voting rights after protests”, BBC News, February 11 2015,
<http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-31421179>, accessed September 28, 2015
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2015, a piece of legislation curtailing religious conversion and polygamy
was passed in parliament, clearly targeting the Muslim minority.17 Muslim
identity has historically posed and continues to pose a serious challenge to
an emerging Myanmar. One of the main issues that plague Myanmar society
would be that
[t]he Muslims of Burma [have] found themselves locked in a…
difficult position rising from the fact that the national movement
in Burma was largely identical with the renaissance of the
Buddhist religion in Burma, a process growing ever stronger
especially since independence. The vast majority of the people
of Burma are Buddhist and according to their concept there is
identity in being Burmese and in being Buddhist…
The Buddhists did not distinguish among the various groups
of Muslims and tended to include them all, indiscriminately,
in the term kala, “foreigners”, or “Indians”… hence the Muslim
is a foreigner.18
It seems that the Buddhist-Muslim divide will continue unabated,
with the stateless Rohingya Muslims being the hardest hit by these developments.
ASEAN Mismanagement: irresponsible or indifferent?
This crisis has sparked a furore over the track record – or lack
thereof – of the humanitarian assistance afforded by nations within the
ASEAN community. Yet, this is nothing new, as ASEAN nations have rarely responded to calls to tackle human rights issues, especially when “there is
[more of a]… a deep-rooted ideological commitment among governments
in the region to the idea of growth (and, by extension, economic integration)
as the best path to security, stability, and socio-political reform.”19 Given
the slant of the ASEAN rhetoric, it will be difficult to engage the regional
grouping about complex humanitarian issues such as the refugee crisis.

17
“Myanmar’s president signs off on law seen as targeting Muslims”, Straits Times, August 31
2015, <http://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/myanmars-president-signs-off-on-law-seen-astargeting-muslims>, accessed September 28, 2015
18
Yegar, Moshe, The Muslims of Burma: A Study of a Minority Group (Wiesbaden: Schriftenreihe Des Sudasien-Instituts Der Universitat Heidelberg, 1972), pp. 111 – 112
19
Pedersen, Morten B., Promoting Human Rights in Burma: A Critique of Western Sanctions
Policy (USA: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2008), p. 66
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That said, there is also currently a struggle by the European Union
(EU) to accommodate a large influx of refugees streaming across European borders en masse. Australia has also, in recent years, made a concerted
effort to stop the influx of refugees making the transit from Indonesia into
their country. Neither the EU nor Australia has so far provided a viable
solution to the refugee crises that they face. Renowned American diplomat
Richard Haas, for instance, has lamented on the poor record of the international community with regards to humanitarian intervention. He has argued
that “failure to act when international intervention might have saved large
numbers of innocent lives generated the idea of sovereignty as responsibility; namely, that sovereignty entails obligations as well as rights, and when
governments fail to meet these obligations, either out of choice or a lack of
capacity, they forfeit some of their rights.”20
Nevertheless, there has been some progress made in ASEAN,
with the creation of the ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on Human Rights (AICHR) in 2009. In 2010 the Emergency Rapid Assessment
Team (ERAT) was also established; it aims to tackle major regional disasters, particularly environmental disasters such as Cyclone Nargis in 2008.
In 2011, the ASEAN Humanitarian Assistance (AHA) Centre for disaster
management was formed. Although the aim of the AHA Centre is to “create
a critical mass that would enable the regional bloc to launch a collective
response more effectively when a major disaster strikes,”21 it does not seem
to be well equipped to deal with a humanitarian situation such as the refugee
crisis.
In recent years, there have been discussions over the role of the
state to provide adequate humanitarian aid. Although the United Nations
in 2005 had already defined the notion of the “Responsibility to Protect” or
R2P, there is
no such consensus [that] exists on the right of the international
community to intervene in internal situations… [and] even more,
a number of governments are worried that R2P could be turned
20

Haas, Richard, Foreign Policy Begins at Home: The Case for Putting America’s House in
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on them, that their sovereignty could be “violated” by the
international community under circumstances in which
they might believe their own actions to be totally warranted
or when they judge the situation does not justify R2P.22
There is still a general disagreement over how the concept of R2P
can be applied universally. This is an issue that has garnered a range of
responses. Some support an altruistic move to ensure that humanitarian services be rendered to any community which needs help most urgently. On the
other hand, there are those who will continue to question the legitimacy of
such an act: under the guise of having a ‘responsibility to protect’ responding
states may violate the sovereignty of a neighbouring state. Whatever stand
one makes, we must understand that “if the invocation of R2P does not help
in the immediate emergency… then the painfully forged consensus on the
R2P norm will fracture without any material help being provided to the displaced and distressed.”23 Despite the rhetoric clouding the noble intentions
of R2P, eventually those who suffer most will be those who need it most.
Given the uncertainty over what conditions might limit the application of
R2P, many ASEAN nations areagainst a blanket adoption of this framework. After all,
[s]overeignty remains the bedrock of regional order, credited
with establishing regional peace and security and facilitating
the consolidation of states and regimes… In Southeast Asia,
this means that RtoP [R2P] must be reconciled with the
principle of noninterference and applied in a manner
consistent with it.24
Intervening in any internal conflict or humanitarian situation in
Myanmar is a cause of concern to most member states in ASEAN. Such an
intervention, however necessary in some circumstances, would be thought
of as an infringement of the sovereignty of that country. This would also be
seen as a shift away from ASEAN’s original promise of non-intervention.
So, while the experience of ASEAN’s humanitarian intervention in the 2008
22
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Cyclone Nargis disaster in Myanmar is commendable, albeit minute compared with that of other international aid agencies, it was a very measured
compromise that ASEAN and Myanmar undertook.
Myanmar’s entry into ASEAN has never been an easy one. From
the very beginning, there were questions about Myanmar’s participation
and the role it could play as part of this grouping. Yet, even when the United
States and the European Union imposed economic sanctions on Myanmar
for a variety of reasons –not least for its poor human rights record– ASEAN
continued to support and include the country. ASEAN arguments for this
engagement boil down to two strategic and tactical reasons:
Tactically, ASEAN believed that engaging Myanmar, rather
than isolating it, would be the more effective approach to
whatever problems Yangon posed for its people, for the region
and for others in the international community, as well as to
the region’s broader and longer-term interests… [Hence]
it was politically and strategically important for ASEAN to
have Myanmar in its fold.25
By having Myanmar as part of ASEAN, the Association hoped that
any commitment and direct engagement with an isolated Myanmar would
help the country reduce its ‘hermit’ attitude. Nevertheless, ASEAN had
no intention to impose any forms of sanctions or punishment, or chastise
any domestic wrongdoing that Myanmar’s junta might commit. After all,
membership in ASEAN was touted as guaranteeing respect for a country’s
sovereignty and a commitment to non-intervention in domestic affairs. This
is especially so since “there is no way of compelling a country to change
its behaviour if it does not want to… [t]here are no political or economic
sanctions for unacceptable behavior within the framework of ASEAN.”26
Yet, after years of being part of ASEAN, it would seem that Myanmar’s
domestic problems have constantly been putting the regional organization
into difficult situations. At the end of the day, the task is still for ASEAN to
manage this situation. More than that, any ‘affairs of the state’ discussed in
ASEAN always involve the concept of the “ASEAN way.”
25
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[t]he essence of the ASEAN Way is a desire to avoid losing face
and is embodied in a decision-making process that favors a high
degree of consultation and consensus. In short, the ASEAN Way
is intended to avoid what are seen as the negative consequences
of Western bargaining styles, which emphasize confrontation
and legalism.27
The strategy of ASEAN, then, is to continue to engage Myanmar in
any decision-making, instead of putting the country in an embarrassing and
difficult position that might cause it to become unnecessarily defensive.
Challenges from within: ASEAN and Myanmar
While the plight of the Rohingya refugees continues to plague the
international community, especially the ASEAN region, there are also many
challenges and limitations. Firstly, there is no willpower amongst the ASEAN member states to assist in the refugee crises. It would seem like a case
of ‘not-in-my-backyard’ mentality or an ‘out of sight, out of mind’ scenario.
To be fair, there are already inherent problems within these states to manage
their own host of socio-political problems that, by accepting these refugees, will simply add to their existing problems of migration. For instance,
whilst Singapore has the financial resources to assist, as an island-state it
has obvious space constraints.28 As such, it would be impossible for one of
the richest countries in this region to receive and house any of the refugees.
Over the years, Thailand’s porous borders have seen many other cases of
illegal immigrants from its neighbours, such as the Karens from Myanmar.
However, simply admitting the refugees would have created the notion that
Thailand, with limited resources, was ‘welcoming’ them with open arms.
Furthermore, Thailand continues to have a policy of ‘pushing back’ Rohingya
boat people onto the high seas.29 ASEAN states do not want to send the
wrong impression that they are the solution to the many domestic problems
that plague countries like Myanmar. Beyond having no strong resolve to
alleviate the Rohingya refugee crisis, ASEAN’s focus has been on diplomacy, which can hardly solve the crisis at hand. Some also see this as a
27
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failure of the regional community in forming a sense of collective action.
For ASEAN,
[t]he record of cooperation in dealing with transnational problems
has been spotty. The effectiveness of the cooperative mechanisms
in place has been uneven. Regional cooperation has been held
back by competing national interests, in some instances by mutual
suspicion, and by an apparent lack of faith in the efficacy of
regional action… [S]ome observers have pointed to the feebleness
of ASEAN’s institutions as an obstacle to ASEAN cooperation
and a stronger commitment to regional interests. Because
ASEAN has few binding agreements and lacks a regional authority
to enforce compliance with them… closer ASEAN cooperation is
almost totally dependent on national policy decisions and on
the commitment of leaders to the region.30
Unfortunately, national interests continue to play a substantial role
in how and why ASEAN is so unwilling and incapable of tackling the refugee crisis. It will take a much stronger leadership within ASEAN to bring
about some semblance of an ASEAN unity.
Secondly, ASEAN has, by and large, stood by silently as member
nations started to deflect responsibility. One of the reasons is that by accepting these refugees, wherever they might be coming from, sets a dangerous
precedent that signals to human traffickers and political refugees alike that it
is alright to cross the seas, endanger their own lives and the lives of others,
in order to settle in another country. Although the ASEAN Human Rights
Declaration was declared in November 2012, it
reflects the continued differences among the governments
and the civil society in the understanding of human rights and
approaches to its promotion… [Moreover] the Declaration
imposes limitations on rights (such as those on national security
grounds) that are too broad… [A]lso it fails to protect the rights
of indigenous people and self-determination is not mentioned…
[Furthermore] the issue of statelessness (or the right of every
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person to a citizenship) was… dropped from the final draft.31
Although Malaysia, Indonesia and Thailand have experience in
handling such situations of illegals crossing into their territory, illegal trafficking continues to be a recurring problem that has been difficult to deal
with. Soon after the boat people crisis, Malaysia32 and Thailand33 unearthed
makeshift graves filled with human remains of suspected illegal migrants
who had perished and were unceremoniously buried. This led to both the
Malaysian and Thai government tightening reins on people-smuggling and
some of the checkpoints from which the illegal immigrants could have
been transported. Reported incidents in these camps are certainly not for
the faint-hearted. The heart-wrenching stories of how these illegal migrants
have traverse across the ocean or land, only to face threats of execution,
cramped space, and a badly managed and deteriorating living conditions, as
well as rape,34 is appalling. The UNHCR and Western countries have voiced
their concerns, but there is little that they can do beyond the rhetoric. Another difficulty is identifying the refugees and their origins. Especially, how
does one draw the line between a genuine political refugee seeking political
asylum and a simple illegal labourer?
Thirdly, some argue that it is all in the name. ‘Rohingya’ is a politically charged term and Myanmar has already flattly rejected any association
or recognition of those classified as such. Indonesia has also rejected claims
that these boat people are Rohingyas, claiming that most of those stranded
at sea are, in fact, illegal labourers from Bangladesh. Avoiding the term,
however, does not do justice, or bring us any closer, to resolving such a
dicey situation. The international community has condemned Myanmar for
its lack of action to resolve the Rohingya issue. Nevertheless, it is one thing
to pressure the Myanmar government to give due recognition to this group,
but it is quite another if this becomes a springboard for yet another social
and political problem that might beset this nation, something which Western
pressures have done in the past. One must remember that the Rohingyas
31
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have historically been ostracized by the other ethnic groups also, not only
the larger Burman majority. The mass exodus of the Rohingyas might have,
however, been overstated. As much as the situation with the Rohingya
Muslims might sound dire, there is little evidence that they are fleeing the
country en-masse despite the atrocious state of the human rights record.
The result is one that Myanmar, a country still struggling from years of international economic deprivation, can ill afford. Myanmar has been plagued
by countless incidents of ethnic conflict since independence, and it has for
years been engaged in local wars against the other ethnic groups, for example
the Karens in the South and the Shans in the north.
[E]ven after the military took over power and introduced a
military regime, ethnic conflicts had never been resolved.
Some minority groups also belong to different religions
(Christianity, Hinduism and Islam) and the “Muslim problem”
recently emerged when Rohingya wanted to improve their
lot in Myanmar.35
What the international community, or even ASEAN, needs to understand is the cultural animosity that is deeply ingrained in this society
This must be clear before anyone can even recommend a blanket recognition of the Rohingyas. Myanmar also has to also realize that it has to play
a role in diffusing the situation. It will need a collective effort to plan out a
sustainable roadmap to ensure that the Rohingyas can be safely integrated
into the larger Myanmar society.
Fourthly, one has to tackle the root of the problem. Myanmar has
to take some responsibility in all that has happened. By continually withholding any semblance of recognition of this group of people in Myanmar,
the government has become a central part of this problem. However, recognition would certainly open the floodgates of a huge cultural problem that
Myanmar cannot deal with at this point. It is a Pandora’s box that when
forced open will become a much larger social and political problem than it
is now.
[I]n the end, Myanmar’s future will be shaped by its own past,
its historical patterns, its own human and material contexts,
its own beliefs; not someone else’s. Indeed, that Myanmar’s
35
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priorities will remain mainly agrarian and domestic; its
Government a centralized hybrid of mainly indigenous and
foreign ideas and realities; and its society steadfastly devoted
to Theravada Buddhism and native supernaturalism, are all
safe bets. In short, for the foreseeable future Myanmar’s past
will continue to remain an indelible part of its present.36
Once again, the religious –namely Buddhist– rhetoric will continue
to chart Myanmar’s socio-political development in the coming years. Unless there is a concerted effort by the international community to exert considerable pressure on the domestic community in Myanmar, there simply
isn’t going to be any social inclination by local groups to ensure that the
Rohingya Muslims be properly integrated into the larger Myanmar society.
As Katherine Southwick puts it,
[t]he Rohingya’s statelessness and their lack of acceptance
in Myanmar are at the root of the minority’s plight.
Statelessness and the perception that they do not belong have
been used to rationalize various forms of marginalization
and the denial of rights, services, and identity. Essentially,
the Rohingya face a choice between persecution and
untimely death in Myanmar, or insurmountable poverty
and marginalization in other countries, assuming they survive
the dangerous journeys.37
There is also the phenomenon of political Buddhism where the
language and symbols of Buddhism are used in the socio-political space to
affect a particular identity within the larger community. There is an unjust
fear that there will be a dilution of Buddhism if Islam were to spread in
this country. But beyond a national concern, “[s]ome of the fears related to
Muslims in Myanmar explicitly tap into the broader narrative of the global
war on terror and claims about Islamic society more generally.”38 Nevertheless, “… in the long run, it seems that Myanmar needs to build a genuine
36
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multi-ethnic nation rather than an ethno-nation”.39 In the meantime, the
Rohingya Muslims will continue to be the easiest target of this determined
effort to stymie the spread of Islam to the rest of Myanmar.
Daw Aung San Suu Kyi: Challenges and Limitations
In trying to make sense of the Rohingya refugee crisis, there has
been one person that has taken a rather muted response. This has led some
to wonder why democratic icon and Nobel laureate Aung San Suu Kyi is
so quiet on this front.40 There are a few reasons. Firstly, by recognizing the
plight of the Rohingyas, she would surely lose the strong support base from
the large ethnic Burman population. In the meantime, she needs to honour
the landslide of votes she won in the recent election. Of course in reality
her influence will still be severely limited in the Myanmar parliament, or
Hluttaw. The Myanmar military and its political affiliate, the USDP (Union
Solidarity and Development Party) still holds considerable power in the
Hluttaw. As an icon of Myanmar democracy, her shine might have dimmed
over the past few years since being released from house arrest and eventually being elected into Parliament. A lacklustre performance over the years
has also not helped maintain her image as a champion for human rights,
equality and democracy in Myanmar. Two other issues have also dampened
her chances of making further inroads in Myanmar’s political landscape.
Firstly, in June 2015, the Hluttaw voted down a bill that would have effectively altered the Myanmar Constitution on who can be elected as President.
The current Constitution states that the President should not have spouse
or children that are citizens of another country. This effectively blocks any
chance of Aung San Suu Kyi being the next President. In any case, the President is not voted via a popular vote, but rather by members of Parliament.
Secondly, the dramatic purge of Thura Shwe Mann as the chairman of the
USDP, albeit he narrowly secured his post as the Speaker of the House.
Not only did Shwe Mann openly express his intention to be President, his
closeness to Aung San Suu Kyi was also another important factor. Having
lost his position as USDP chairman, his support for Aung San Suu Kyi has
also been further stymied.
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Secondly, the military junta and other groups opposed to the NLD have accused Aung San Suu Kyi of being a sympathizer of Muslims and the rights
of other religious and ethnic minority groups, some of which have yet to
sign a comprehensive ceasefire with the current military-controlled government. This has placed her and her party in a difficult position, especially when the ‘Buddhist narrative’ has been used so frequently in Myanmar
politics. In recent years, “the voices expressing either strong anti-Rohingya
or pro-Rohingya sentiments are the loudest; those who strike a conciliatory or indecisive note, including Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, have been condemned by both sides… There seems to be no ‘middle way’ approach to the
situation… one should not expect a quick-fix solution to Burma’s age-old
problems.”41 To defend any of these minority groups, especially the Rohingya Muslims, in Myanmar is almost a ‘sure-death’ for her political career.
Thirdly, even if she wants to give the long deserved recognition to
these maligned groups, her powers in parliament are severely limited. Even
though her party has won so resoundingly in the November election, she
and the NLD will have to deal with the military’s hold on a large number of
the total seats. Although Aung San Suu Kyi’s father, and Myanmar’s national
hero, General Aung San once tried to advocate some form of federalism with
the minorities42 of the country, his assassination in 1947 ended all hope that
this would ever be achieved. By recognizing the Rohingyas and other ethnic
and religious minorities in Myanmar, she would jeopardize her position as
a defender of Burmese/Myanmar nationalism and national cohesion. Such
recognition would imply that she is considering introducing some form of
federalism into Myanmar, dividing the country along ethnic and religious
lines. The military, however, has vociferously demonstrated that it “does not
like the idea of a federal union and equates it with fragmentation.”43 There
is also some mistrust amongst some ethnic groups of her political will to
champion their causes. This is apparent for two reasons. Firstly, a vote for
Aung San Suu Kyi and her NLD would effectively end the collective action of these ethnic parties to advocate some form of ethnic representation
in Myanmar society. This would diminish their influence within their own
constituencies as well as their bargaining power in parliament. Secondly,
some of these ethnic groups, especially in Rakhine state, view the NLD as
41
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a supporter of the Muslims, thereby overshadowing any support the NLD
might provide the other ethnic, and majority groups.
Incarcerated for years as a political prisoner in her own country,
Aung San Suu Kyi has built an image as the proud daughter of the great
military leader General Aung San. The larger Myanmar society has, in return, come to accept that image. She will need to handle this situation very
carefully. However, her silence on this matter does not bode well for ethnic
and religious minorities in Myanmar.
Conclusion
There have been some expectations of what ASEAN is capable of
doing or what this organization could do. After almost five decades, progress in ASEAN as an effective organization that is able to deal with larger
regional issues is still lacking. Some have argued that the concept of non-interference has thwarted many well-intentioned efforts by the grouping to do
more, especially in the areas of humanitarian crisis management. Nationalism and sovereignty reigns highly on the agenda of member states. Any
reference to how ASEAN member states govern their own turf is often met
with a swift rebuke. ASEAN began as a platform for states in Southeast Asia
to discuss any matters or threats, and also act as a bulwark against any dominant states and, perhaps, hegemony. Besides a strong focus on economic
growth within the region and in the global context, ASEAN becoming a
regional force that is on par with comparable actors such as the European
Union seems to have a long way to go. The cultural diversity in this vast region is obstructing a common identity, and the political systems in ASEAN
member states range from one-party dominant to military rule; from newly
democratized states to failed democracies. Resolving a crisis such as the
Rohingya refugee flood would need the regional organization to see beyond
its own interests.
In conclusion, what needs to be done is, firstly, to get these people,
refugees or not, to safely as soon as possible. ASEAN would need to implement a comprehensive task force to handle that. ASEAN countries would
need to further collaborate and cooperate with each other in deploying their
naval forces to serve as a deterrent. Secondly, ASEAN needs to find a viable solution and a collective will to want to resolve this problem instead
of simply passing the buck. The problem should not simply lie with one
particular nation, but with all ASEAN. This will show the true test of the co-
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operation and effectiveness of this regional organization. Thirdly, ASEAN
would also need to implement a systematic process to assist these refugees
and also to prevent them from fleeing again. In that aspect, what needs to
be done is to properly identify whether these people are genuinely fleeing
from political persecution or are they simply illegal labourers looking for
better economic prospects. There should be a quicker and easier method
for identifying these groups in order to understand their predicament and
assimilate them into new societies. Fourthly, what needs to be dealt with is
the problem of people smuggling in this region, where borders are so porous and human smuggling rings can find easy access for their operations.
The numerous cases of illegal smuggling rings and human traffickers are a
serious situation that ASEAN – and not just a few countries – need to tackle
head on. Whether it is ASEAN or between countries in this region, there
should be a task force to monitor the activities of such human traffickers.
Last, but not least, Myanmar needs to accept the reality of the Rohingyas
in the country. Myanmar and its people need to move forward if they want
to open up their market and be part of a globalized world. There must be
more acceptance and understanding between the Rohingyas and the rest of
the larger Myanmar society. However, to be fair, the rest of the world should
also realize that this long animosity has been ingrained in Myanmar society
for hundreds of years. Hence, to demand immediate and radical change of a
society that is built around the belief that Muslims are not part of the larger
‘Buddhist’ Myanmar society would be an uphill task. What the international
community is asking of Myanmar is that the country change its attitude and
certain aspects of the society to embrace the Rohingyas – but this cannot be
done overnight.
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Facing the Dragon: The Philippines’ Options
in the South China Sea Dispute
George Amurao1
Abstract
China’s transformation as the economic powerhouse of Asia in
such a relatively short period of time has led it to be inevitably linked with
much of the region’s economic activities. China has also begun asserting its
geopolitical interests through a combination of soft power and a growing
military might.
The ongoing territorial dispute in the South China Sea involving
China, Taiwan, Vietnam, the Philippines, Brunei and Malaysia is a manifestation of China’s extending of its influence in the so-called “First Island
Chain” in order to secure vital sea lanes, rich fishing grounds and existing
and probable oil and hydrocarbon deposits.
This research uses as a framework the Security Dilemma Theory
which states that one state’s attempts to assert its national interest causes
insecurity among other states leading to an arms race and thence to a probable outbreak of hostilities. It can be seen that the US, regional powers like
Japan, and the Southeast Asian states which have rival claims in the South
China Sea are responding to said security dilemma.
In this paper, the behavior of one of the claimants, the Philippines,
towards China’s assertiveness is studied for its motivations, for effectiveness, influences by—and to—the US, China and other regional powers and
the regional group ASEAN.
The findings of this study include the strategies currently used by
the Philippines in responding to China. These include reliance on both the
international courts of law, the security umbrella afforded by bilateral ties
with the US, regional powers and other ASEAN countries. The Philippines
has also initiated a military modernization program. Though it seeks to
resolve the territorial dispute issue primarily through diplomacy and the
international court, respectively, it is inevitable that the Philippines needs a
1
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combination of a strong, well-sustained military capability and bilateral and
multilateral defense and security alliances to support said diplomatic means
and sustain efforts to enforce its claims in the South China Sea.
Keywords: South China Sea Dispute, Philippines, China
Security Dilemma in China’s Rise
China’s annual double-digit growth in the past decades catapulted
it to regional power status, transforming an agricultural society into an
economic powerhouse (Roberts, 1998). In Southeast Asia alone, bilateral
trade between China and ASEAN countries has reached the $200 million
mark in the 2000s. By 2005, the figures had reached more than $100 billion,
especially after the signing of the Product Fair Trade Agreement (Tai &
Soong, 2014).
China’s fast rise, however, has triggered a security dilemma not
only with the lone superpower, the United States, but also with its regional
neighbors. Robert Jervis (1991) explains that a security dilemma occurs
when a state, in its desire to protect its interests and achieve security, causes
insecurity in other states. In turn, the attempts of the latter to address their
insecurity provoke a negative response in the former. This series of actions
and reactions, “unintended and undesired consequences of actions,” would
then lead to a “spiral of insecurity” spawning an arms race and subsequently
armed hostilities.
With the astonishing progress of China’s economy, there have also
been corresponding changes in its government’s foreign relations policy.
One of these concerns includes territorial issues. China’s publication of its
“Nine-Dash Line” map and its declaration of the South China Sea as a core
interest have resulted in diplomatic rows and maritime incidents with other
claimants like the Philippines and Vietnam. Smaller states in Southeast Asia
like these two feel insecure about China’s growing power and seek to protect their respective interests through modernization of their armed forces
and allying with a superpower like the US.
The Dragon and the South China Sea
China primarily sees its leading trade partner, the United States,
as the main threat to its growth and further expansion as a rising power, as

141

SW 9729-A-p298-G7.indd 141

3/27/17 4:39 PM

demonstrated by the 1996 Taiwan Straits confrontation when the US sent
two carrier groups in response to China’s firing of live missiles in the waters
off Taiwan.
Geography plays a major influence in China’s security concerns,
as the series of islands from Japan to the Ryukyus to Taiwan, the Philippines, Borneo and the Indonesian archipelago constitutes what Beijing calls
the “First Island Chain,” a buffer zone that insulates China -or ren ders it
vulnerable to potential enemies (Kaplan,2012). China, thus, sees the South
China Sea as vital to its security as it grows into a great power. The South
China Sea, for Beijing, should be turned into “China’s Mediterranean” (Kaplan, 2014). It is not surprising then that Beijing announced that the South
China Sea is one of its “core interests,” a geographical area very important
to Chinese geopolitics on the same level as Tibet.
The complication to China’s security is that the countries in the
so-called “First Island Chain” are all allies or at least friendly to the US,
making it difficult for China to project power in the region, being restricted
only to the narrow confines of the First Island Chain.
China therefore sees the South China Sea in three ways: first as a
security buffer zone, second as a vital sea lane for its oil imports, and third
as a major source of marine food and energy like oil and hydrocarbons.
Territorial Claims of China
In claiming the South China Sea, Beijing relies on maps drawn
in the early years of the Republic of China (Malek, 2013), including the
official one issued in February 1948, showing 11 broken lines enclosing
almost 90% of the South China Sea (Keyuan, 2012). Beijing also uses as a
basis China’s alleged discovery, naming and developing of the Spratlys, and
China allegedly being the first one to exercise jurisdiction (Malek, 2013).
In recent years, China has consolidated its legal claims on the
South China Sea. For instance, Article 2 of its Law on the Territorial Sea
and the Contiguous Zone 1992 declares that the island groups in the South
China Sea belong to China. Article 14 of the Law on the Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) and the Continental Shelf asserts that ‘the provisions of this
Law shall not affect the historic rights enjoyed by the People’s Republic of
China.
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The Chinese Law on Marine Environmental Protection 1999, Article 2, provides that the law shall apply to internal waters, territorial sea,
contiguous zone, exclusive economic zone, continental shelf of the People’s
Republic of China and other sea areas under the jurisdiction of the People’s
Republic of China. Malek notes that in this provision, the phrase ‘Other sea
areas...’ could refer to areas of the South China Sea claimed by China.
Fravel (2011) notes that the Chinese government also passed several laws that conform to The United Nations Convention on the Laws of
the Sea (UNCLOS). These include the Law on the Territorial Sea and the
Contiguous Zone of the People’s Republic of China confirming Beijing’s
1958 declaration and serving as the basis for Beijing’s demarcation of baselines in its territorial waters in 1996. The Law on the Exclusive Economic
Zone and the Continental Shelf of the People’s Republic of China further
supports China’s accretion of more maritime rights. Based on an interpretation of the latter law, Beijing sent a note verbale to the UN Commission on
the Limits of the Continental Shelf (CLCS) indicating that the Spratlys are
“fully entitled to territorial waters, an EEZ and a continental shelf”(Favel
2011, p. 294).
Aside from maps and laws, China also performed—and continues
to perform—acts that express assertion of its sovereignty over the South
China Sea.
In May 2009, Beijing filed diplomatic notes to the UN to protest
the filing by Vietnam and Malaysia of their claims in the South China Sea
using the continental shelf argument. China attached in their submission the
Nine-Dash Line map, thereby officially declaring that China has sovereignty over the said territories (Keyuan, 2012, p. 23).
To enforce its claims, China established in 1998 the China Maritime Surveillance (CMS), an agency under the State Oceanic Administration, with mandates to “safeguard the national maritime interests,” and
“monitor and maintain surveillance of the marine environment” (Keyuan,
2012, p. 20). In 2008, the CMS sent 113 vessels and 242 aircraft to the
South China Sea to monitor 285 foreign ships and 43 foreign aircraft. Two
years later, these numbers increased by 60%.
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Philippine Assertions
In 1947, the Philippine Foreign Affairs Department demanded
from the Allies that the Spratlys, referred to in the documents as “New
Southern Islands,” be awarded to the Philippines for security reasons. In the
succeeding decade, the government asserted its sovereignty over the islands
before the United Nations (Banlaoi, 2011).
On May 15, 1956, Tomas Cloma, a Filipino businessman and navigator, sailed into the Spratlys and laid claim to 33 islands, reefs, and shoals
in an area measuring 64,976 square nautical miles that had not been yet
formally claimed by China and the other neighboring countries and collectively named them “the Free Territory of Freedomland” (Tiglao, 22 June
2011).
By 1974 the Philippine government had garrisoned five of the islands. To formally consolidate its claims, the Marcos government on June
11, 1978 issued two Presidential Decrees and issued a new map of the
Philippines laying claim to the same islands. Presidential Decree No. 1596
declares “most of the islands, cays, shoals, and reefs as belonging to the
Philippines and forming an integral part of Philippine territory,” naming the
islands “Kalayaan Island Group” and placing it under the jurisdiction of the
province of Palawan (Yorac, 1983, p. 45).
In addition, Presidential Decree 1599 proclaims a 200-nautical
mile EEZ for the Philippines “to explore or exploit any resources; carry out
search, excavation or drilling operations; conduct any research; construct,
maintain or operate any artificial island, off-shore terminal, installation or
other structure or device; or, perform any act or engage in any activity which
is not contrary to, or in derogation of, the sovereign rights and jurisdiction ...
provided [in the decree]” (Yorac, 1983, p. 46).
The Philippines is a signatory to the 1982 UNCLOS. However,
the country’s claims were not consonant with the provisions under this law.
To rectify this, the Philippine Baseline Act was enacted in 2009, with the
baselines of the country revised according to the provisions of UNCLOS,
granting a 12-nautical mile limit of territorial sea and 200 nautical miles for
an EEZ. This also solved the complication of the Kalayaan box by adopting
the “Regime of Islands” principle under UNCLOS’ Article 121. Under this
provision, the Philippines no longer claims the waters enclosed in the box,

144
4

SW 9729-A-p298-G7.indd 144

3/27/17 4:39 PM

rather just the waters generated by the land features in the Kalayaan Island
Group (Poling, 2013).
Yorac (1983) summarizes several bases for the Philippine claims to
the Spratlys under international law. The first is territorium nullius defined
as “territory over which there exists no effective sovereignty and which is
therefore, subject to acquisition by occupation” (pp. 52-53).
Second is the establishment of sovereignty through occupation or
actual physical possession and maintenance of effective control. This is the
reason for the garrisoning of the islands and, in the case of the largest, Pagasa (or Thitu), its incorporation as a municipality of Palawan province and
the settlement of civilians.
Third is the Philippine government’s contention that the Kalayaan
Island Group is within the Philippines’ 200-nautical mile Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ), as provided for under UNCLOS.
Options of a Small State
Noted for having the weakest military among the claimants in the
South China Sea dispute, the Philippines is the most vulnerable as it can
hardly put up sufficient deterrence against the other claimants.
However, as noted by Heydarian and Vu (9 April 2015), the advantage of smaller powers is that they have a wide range of options in interacting with great powers, specifically with China whose assertive claims in the
South China Sea continue to alarm its regional neighbors. The Philippines’
choice of strategies runs the gamut from having a long-running and recently
upgraded defense alliance with the US, to modernizing its external defense,
forging more bilateral and multilateral alliances, and filing for arbitration
before an international court (Kaplan, 2014).
Alliance with the Americans
More than its shared colonial past, the Philippines’s value as a US
ally concerns the country’s strategic location, “serving as a bridge between
Southeast and Northeast Asia” (Bergin, 6 May 2014) [not in Bibliog]. Its
naval bases can service US vessels patrolling the South China Seas while
long-range American reconnaissance planes can use the country’s airfields
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for refueling or emergency landings.
Years of neglect and focus on internal security concerns due to the
ongoing communist insurgency and Muslim secession left the Philippine
military with an almost-non-existent capacity for external defense.
With ASEAN’s lukewarm response to its calls for solidarity, the
Philippine government realized that it needed stronger US support (especially military) in engaging with the PROC over the Spratlys and Scarborough disputes, even as it builds up its own military capabilities.
The two countries’ basic defense pact is the Mutual Defense Treaty
(1951) wherein the US and the Philippines are bound to provide support
to the other if one’s territory is attacked. The Visiting Forces Agreement
(2000), signed at the height of the Global War on Terror, allows a contingent
of US forces to be deployed on rotation to Philippine military bases.
The Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agreement (EDCA) signed
on April 28, 2014 by the US and the Philippines grants the US access to, and
operational control of, up to five Philippine bases (Mogato, 2 May 2014)
for prepositioning of supplies and equipment in the said bases, increasing
the number of US troops in the country engaging in security cooperation
exercises and joint training activities, among other activities (Thayer, 2 May
2014).
With the new agreement in place, the Philippines believes it has
once again taken cover under the US military defense umbrella. With force
rotation at the heart of the agreement, it is expected that the Philippines
would also benefit from increased US surveillance of the disputed areas in
the South China Sea, increase in the number of US warships that will make
port calls in Philippine naval bases and more frequent joint military exercises like the annual Cooperation Afloat Readiness and Training (CARAT)
regional naval exercises and the bilateral ones with the US Navy and US
Marines (McDevitt, 4 March 2015).
In April 2015, the two countries launched their biggest joint military exercise, Balikatan (“Shoulder-to-Shoulder”), with 11,000 troops
participating in several activities. Balikatan has been included in the latest
initiative of US forces in the Asia-Pacific called “Pacific Pathways,” comprising 29 military exercises across 12 countries in the region in the next
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five years (Mogato, 20 April 2015).
In addition, the recently appointed US Secretary of Defense Ashton Carter vowed to deploy more modern US arms and equipment to the
Philippines to bolster its territorial defense (Lee-Brago, 16 April 2015).
The US government has also increased its military assistance to
the Philippines. Foreign Military Assistance to Manila was raised to $120
million a year in 2010 (Dillon, 2011), and the trend is expected to continue
under the new agreement. The pace of Philippine acquisition of surplus US
military hardware, especially naval assets, is also expected to accelerate
(Mogato, 2 May 2014). These are expected to contribute to developing the
Philippines’ “minimum defense capability.”
Other military-related support to be extended by the US includes
enhanced territory awareness to enable the Philippine government to monitor more efficiently its claimed territories.
These renewals of commitment between the two old-time allies
continue to face challenges, however. Of note is the Philippine government’s constant need for reassurance that the US will indeed come to its aid
in case of a shooting war with the PROC. Even though the Mutual Defense
Treaty (MDT) of 1951 covers “an armed attack on the metropolitan territory
of either of the Parties, or the island territories under its jurisdiction in the
Pacific Ocean, its armed forces, public vessels or aircraft in the Pacific,”
the US Congress still has the final word when it comes to the US government declaring war on a belligerent country. The MDT is also not clear on
defining the “metropolitan territory” of the Philippines. Although Manila
considers the Kalayaan Island Group to be part of its metropolitan territory,
this is only supported by several diplomatic letters (Ortuoste, 2013).
In contrast with his declaration during his visit to Tokyo for the
US to defend Japan in the event of a war with the PROC, President Barack
Obama walked a tightrope in detailing the extent of US aid and involvement
with the Philippines’ maritime dispute. In his speech, he said that the US
“guarantee” is “ironclad.” However, President Obama’s reply to a question
during a press conference was more ambiguous (Nery, 6 May 2014).
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Would the US indeed come to the aid of the Philippines if ever
there were a shooting war with China over the Spratlys? EDCA does not explicitly stipulate a US armed response. There is also debate on the interpretation of the provisions of the Mutual Defense Treaty vis-à-vis the dispute
in the Spratlys. Washington, at the same time, remains vague on the extent
of its assistance. Many critics of the so-called “Rebalance to Asia” even say
that the US would not go to war with China—its biggest trade partner and
creditor—over small islands and shoals in the South China Sea (Mogato, 13
February 2015).
External Defense
Corollary to this is the attempt by the Philippine government to
build a “Minimum Credible Defense Posture” (MCDP) through the provisions of the Armed Forces of the Philippines Modernization Act of 2012.
Such a policy can leverage the Philippines’ pool of allies, taking
advantage of the military technology they bring (i.e. maritime surveillance),
force presence (naval and air patrols), joint military training and exercises,
rotation of allied troops, and port calls and air base visits by naval and air
assets, and marrying them to the Philippines’ own military buildup and
development of its own territorial defense capabilities.
This leads to the main challenge of the US in its ties with the Philippines. Much as it sees the country as a necessary part of its “Pivot” or
“Rebalance” to Asia and a key component of its reputed attempts to contain
China’s rise, the US also cannot afford to be dragged into a war through its
junior partner’s brinkmanship (Kaplan, 2014, p. 134).
The Armed Forces of the Philippines Modernization Act of 2012
allocates $1.7 billion to modernize the Philippine military for an initial fiveyear period. The modernization is scheduled to take place over a total of 15
years (“Aquino signs,” 11 December 2012).
ASEAN Support
The Philippines is one of the founding states of the Association
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). With ASEAN’s avowed objectives
of addressing regional concerns on a multilateral basis, the Philippines has
actively relied on this regional group for the multilateral resolution of dis-
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putes, especially concerning rival claims with China in the South China Sea,
clearly a belief in the adage of having strength in numbers.
Several times in the past, ASEAN has issued statements on the
South China Sea dispute focused on engaging China in a multilateral setting.
One of its notable achievements is China’s signing of the regional group’s
Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea (DOC) back
in 2002.
The Declaration called for the adoption of a Code of Conduct
(COC) that would actually be binding on the signatories. Unfortunately,
ASEAN and the PROC are still in disagreement, with Beijing consistently
deferring the signing of a COC (Tiezzi, 26 February 2014).
A former ASEAN Secretary General, Rodolfo Severino, enumerated several challenges confronting the signing of a COC with China:
ASEAN and China have different timetables for the signing of such an important document. For China, it has time and again “insisted on going slow.”
Another complication is the coverage of the COC. Severino mentions that
Vietnam wants to include the Paracels. The third matter is China’s insistence on conducting bilateral negotiations with each claimant, something
that the smaller claimants disagree with because each of them fear being
overwhelmed by China’s power and also due to the fact that some of the
islets and other features of the Spratlys have multiple claimants (Severino,
2013).
One of the significant characteristics of ASEAN is its rule of
adopting a measure only upon the unanimous decision of all of its members. Indeed one of ASEAN’s strengths lies in its organizational unity. It is
thus unfortunate that the maritime dispute is posing a serious challenge to
ASEAN’s ability to keep all of its members marching to the same tune.
Nowhere did the organizational cracks show more clearly than in
the failure of the 45th ASEAN Ministers’ Meeting (AMM) to issue a joint
communique for the first time in its history. [add a little detail, a date, and a
source]
With many ASEAN member countries strongly linked economically with the PROC, ASEAN centrality is compromised by any members’
desire to place more priority on preserving their respective national interests
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rather than to aid those members who are engaged in a maritime dispute
with China.
Another thing that must also be remembered is the structural limitations of ASEAN with regard to sovereignty issues. Severino himself said
that neither ASEAN nor any ASEAN–China forum is an adjudicating body
that can ‘resolve’ sovereignty or other jurisdictional conflicts (Severino, 30
October 2013).
Bilateral Alliances
Japan
The Japan-Philippines Economic Partnership Agreement signed in
2011, originally for the two countries’ trade activities, has been extended
by PM Abe to deepen also the maritime security cooperation of the two
countries. Apart from helping finance development projects and provide
monetary support to disaster preparedness programs in the Philippines, the
Abe government also approved a few years ago the transfer of 10 coast
guard ships to the Philippines under a loan agreement. Due to a convergence
of their respective national interests, both countries are striving to pursue
stronger ties especially in the light of China and the South China Sea issue.
For the Philippines, enlisting one of the region’s superpowers is important
to its multilateral support against China. The Aquino government expressed
support for Tokyo’s rearming and more active military involvement in the
region. As for Japan, the Abe government is reaching out to robust economies in the Southeast Asian region even as it continues to compete economically with China. It also aims to further improve its development of
geopolitical and diplomatic credentials in Asia where memories of Japan’s
aggression in World War II still linger (Trajano, 2013).
One of the key areas worth watching would be closer cooperation
between the two countries’ armed forces especially in the areas of capacity
building and defense equipment and technology (Parameswaran, 4 February 2015).
Australia
Australia is another Pacific power that the Philippines is reaching
out to. Manila signed a memorandum of understanding on defense coop-
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eration with Canberra in 1995, paving the way for Australian military aid
including advanced training for senior Filipino military officers in Australian military schools. The Philippine military also took delivery of almost
30 airboats that can be used in the country’s marshlands. Most important
is the assistance of Australia in maritime security concerns like the Coast
Watch South Project and joint maritime training sessions. Under a Status of
Visiting Forces Act (SOFA) ratified by the Philippine parliament in 2012 to
provide a legal framework for managing visiting Australian troops in the
Philippines, the military ties of the two countries were further strengthened
(Amurao, 2 August 2012).
Vietnam
A strategic partnership, “Joint Statement on the Establishment of
a Strategic Partnership between the Republic of the Philippines and the Socialist Republic of Vietnam,” was scheduled for signing last year (Jamandre
&Tordesillas, 23 April 2015).
A “strategic partnership” in diplomatic parlance means “an elevation of bilateral exchanges that creates room for bilateral strategic dialogue
mechanisms that are conducted at the ministerial level. It is comprehensive
and includes economic, functional and socio-cultural cooperation” (Amador & Credo, 24 February 2015). Such a partnership is expected to enable
further growth in the bilateral ties of Vietnam and the Philippines not only
in defense and security but also in political and economic terms.
Vietnamese Prime Minister Nguyen Tan Dung met with Philippine
President Benigno Aquino Jr. during the former’s visit to Manila in May
2014, just a few months after the Chinese oilrig incident. [give source or
delete reference to oil rig] Prime Minister Tan Dung said during the visit
that he shared Aquino’s “deep concern over the current extremely dangerous situation caused by China’s many actions that violate international law”
(Gomez, 21 May 2014).
President Aquino said they also discussed ways of enhancing confidence-building measures, defense capabilities and inter-operability in addressing security challenges.
Philippine Foreign Secretary Alberto del Rosario has also stated, “I
think Vietnam should make an assessment as to whether resorting to legal
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means is promotive of their national interest” (Gomez 21, May 2014).
“The Philippines and Vietnam are natural allies in their common
struggle against China’s drive for hegemony in East Asia. Already partners
in ASEAN, the two are likely to be driven closer together by Beijing’s
increasingly brazen displays of power as it enforces its claim to some 80
percent of the South China Sea” (Thayer, 28 March 2014).
In the military sphere, the two countries have already taken steps
towards closer cooperation. In November 2014, two Vietnamese frigates,
the Dinh Tien Hoang (HQ-011) and Ly Thai To (HQ-012) docked at Manila’s South Harbor for the first-ever port call of the Vietnamese Navy in
the Philippines (Fonbuena, 26 November 2014). This has been the most
significant activity that the two countries engaged in since they signed the
Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) on Defense Cooperation in October
2010.
Two other activities were held in 2014: the first staff-to-staff meeting in March and the first “fun games” between the troops of the two countries held in the Vietnam-occupied Southwest Cay Island in the Spratlys in
June. These developments were preceded by high level visits, personnel
exchanges and information sharing, activities that, according to the Philippine Department of National Defense, show both countries’ commitment to
develop their defense capabilities (Thayer, 28 March 2014).
Hanoi announced in December 2014 that it has sent an official
statement to the Permanent Court of Arbitration where the arbitration case
filed by the Philippines is being heard. Its statement carried three points:
Firstly, the Vietnamese government recognizes the tribunal’s authority and
its jurisdiction over the case; secondly, Hanoi asked the court to give “due
regard” to its own interests in the South China Sea in the course of hearing
the Philippine case; and thirdly, Vietnam expressed its refusal to recognize
China’s Nine-Dash Claim (Ibrahim & Wok, 12 December 2014).
Despite the optimism this pending strategic partnership brings to
Philippine and Vietnamese leaders, analysts cautioned that such a high level collaboration between two states should be based not only on strategic
issues but must also be based on shared values and principles. Although
both governments have expressed agreement in advocating maritime cooperation, rules-based approach in disputes, ASEAN centrality, and the para-
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mount need for regional stability, it also should be remembered that the two
governments diverge on basic yet vital issues like democracy, good governance and human rights protection (Amador & Credo, 24 February 2015).
International Court
The Philippine government performed one very remarkable feat in
January 2013: It hauled the People’s Republic of China to court.
There have been many previous instances of territorial disputes
brought to the adjudication of the court. What is noteworthy in this action
is the inequality between the Philippines and China. As has been repeated
often these days, China is now the regional leader of Asia. It is also becoming a serious contender to the US for superpower status. On the other hand,
the Philippines is a tiny country, both in terms of geographical size and
economic scale.
The Philippine government’s main strategy in handling the maritime dispute with China in the Spratlys is through the international courts,
hoping that having its claims in the South China Sea under the provisions
of the UN Convention on the Laws of the Sea (UNCLOS) upheld by the
Permanent Court of Arbitration (PCA) gains recognition and approval in
worldwide public opinion.
On January 22, 2013, the Philippine government served the Chinese government with the notification of its claims that it had filed before
the PCA in The Netherlands. Manila’s action basically questions the legality
of China’s claims and occupation of the marine and land features in the
South China Sea through the vaguely defined Nine-Dash Line. Less than a
month later, Beijing rejected and returned Manila’s notification and instead
gave Manila a diplomatic note describing China’s position on the maritime
dispute.
On March 30, 2014, the Philippines submitted a Memorial, a
4,000-page compilation of documents, arguments, photographs and maps
explaining Manila’s maritime claims. The Court gave China until December 15, 2014 to submit a counter-Memorial. Again, Beijing let the deadline
pass without submitting a counter-Memorial. The Philippines later submitted supplemental arguments and again China declined to comment (“The
Republic,” n.d.).
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There are many instances of maritime disputes being resolved
through arbitration. One example is the 2014 settlement between India and
Bangladesh over a dispute in the Bay of Bengal. Another involved a successful resolution of a dispute between the US and Canada over the Gulf of
Maine.
In the case of the Philippines and China, however, several challenges have been identified. One of these is China’s refusal to recognize
and participate in the said arbitration proceedings, questioning the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea and the PCA’s jurisdiction over the issue of
sovereignty in the disputed areas.
“The issue of territorial sovereignty falls beyond the purview of
the Convention,” China said in its position paper submitted in December
2014, a few days before the deadline set by the PCA (Tiezzi, 9 December
2014).
The Philippine government expressed confidence that should
China decide to ignore the court’s decision, Beijing would sustain damage
in its international standing. Manila relies on the fact that Beijing will be
shamed into a more amenable stance through an international court ruling
against its Nine-Dash claim. However, even if the PCA rules in favor of the
Philippines, there remains the challenge that China could simply ignore the
decision with hardly a concern about the public relations fallout that would
cause. In fact there are cases where powerful states easily weathered dents
in their reputations as shown by cases of the US and Russia ignoring some
rulings of the international court (Ku, 11 December 2014).
Conclusion
Being the country with the weakest military among the claimants,
the Philippines has the least resistance to offer the numerous intrusions and
claims of China into the Philippines’ claimed territories and Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs). Its defense budget is among the lowest in Asia owing
to the Philippine government’s need to address widespread poverty and institute development reforms. It is for this reason that it has resorted to “lawfare” or legal warfare in countering China’s claims in the disputed areas
and also to advance its own agenda. The Philippine government’s filing for
arbitration regarding China’s Nine-Dash Line before the Permanent Court
of Arbitration (PCA) comprises one of its several strategies. Should the
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tribunal rule in favor of the Philippines by 2016, Manila hopes to gain the
moral high ground against Beijing and strengthen its hand in negotiations.
The only problem foreseen is Beijing’s refusal to recognize the court’s jurisdiction in the dispute. Analysts claim that China can easily ignore whatever
unfavorable verdict the court will issue. And since the PCA has no enforcement power, China is expected to refuse to vacate its occupied territories
and give up its claim of 80% of the South China Sea.
As mentioned earlier, the Philippines banks on engaging China
through ASEAN. With its 10 member-countries seeking the protection of
ASEAN’s regional umbrella, the claimant countries have a chance to negotiate with China on even terms. However, ASEAN at the moment is weakened by divisions among its members along economic lines.
Another strategy of the Philippines is to bolster its military defense
capability to bring it up nearly to par with other ASEAN neighbors. In the
past three years since the Scarborough Shoal stand-off, Manila has been
able to jumpstart this effort with the acquisition of modest weapons that are
but initial steps towards attaining what Manila has termed as “minimum
credible defense,” a defense posture and capability that is enough to deter
a potentially hostile country. Much has to be done, however, in making this
posture truly deterring to China, whose own defense spending is much more
than the combined defense budgets of all the ASEAN countries.
With self-defense still a weak proposition, Manila has turned to its
long-time ally, the US. This move coincides with the US policy of renewing
its engagement with Asia. Its so-called Pivot, now renamed Rebalance,
involves getting the cooperation of key allies and friends in the region in
bolstering the US position in Asia. In this sense, there is a convergence of
interests between the US and the Philippines. Both countries have different
motivations: the Philippines is deeply concerned about its territorial integrity, while the US is moved by hegemonic imperatives. But they have the
same target: China.
The Philippines offers excellent geographic locations for fast forward deployment of US troops, ships and aircraft to any flash points in the
South China Sea. The US has signed a new defense agreement with the
Philippines paving the way for rotation of troops and military assets through
Philippine bases.
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With Manila under the security umbrella of the US once again, it
hoped China would be deterred. However, the situation is now far different
from the 1970s and 1980s when the US 7th Fleet roamed the South China
Sea with impunity. China has now developed arms and strategies and tactics
to carry out its “anti-access, area denial” policy that will keep US naval and
air forces away from Chinese bases and occupied posts in the South China
Sea. One downside also of its defense treaty with the US is that Manila has
no guarantee that the US will indeed come to its rescue if ever a shooting
war starts with China in the Spratlys. The Mutual Defense Treaty of 1951
does not explicitly state such a provision especially in disputed areas like
the Spratlys.
Backing up its defense treaty with the US is a string of bilateral
defense ties that Manila has signed with several regional powers and neighboring countries as well.
Significant here are the defense ties with Japan, which coincidentally is also struggling to expand its role in the region’s security through
changes in its Constitution that would allow it to make its military presence
felt in both East and Southeast Asia.
A security link with Vietnam is also logical, considering that both
countries are confronting the same regional giant. Both countries, with their
differing strengths and weakness in relation to China, can leverage their
strong areas to enable them to present a broad front in facing China.
The foregoing are options that the Philippine government can utilize
—not in isolation—but in an effective combination of “carrot and stick”
when engaging with China. Bilateral talks with China in order to arrive at a
satisfactory solution on the maritime dispute can only be achieved if Manila
gains some stronger bargaining power.
Being aware of its current weaknesses and limitations, the Philippines needs to formulate a foreign policy that will leverage all the above
mentioned strategies as it negotiates with China. A Security Dilemma prevails in the region due to the insecurity of both a superpower like the US
and regional powers like Japan, along with Southeast Asian countries, and
this dilemma has been spawned by the accelerated economic growth and
power projection of China. The Philippines can follow the usual solution
under this said theory by first further strengthening its external defense both

156
6

SW 9729-A-p298-G7.indd 156

3/27/17 4:39 PM

through modernization of its military capabilities and strong defense treaties and alliances with the US, regional powers and other South China Sea
claimants. This will demonstrate to China the Philippines’ resolve to assert
its own national interests backed up by a sufficiently strong military defense
force. The signal to China is that a multilateral defense network comprising
several countries—weak and strong—supports the Philippines. Singling out
the Philippines could thus mean triggering a combined response from these
allies.
Another avenue is multilateral support through a united ASEAN.
The Philippines, along with like-minded member-countries should convince
other fellow ASEAN members of the need for unity in persuading China to
follow a rules-based approach in finding mutually beneficial solutions in the
South China Sea dispute.
Aside from these support mechanisms—defense and security
alliances and multilateral organization—the Philippines can also use a favorable decision by the Permanent Court of Arbitration to engage China
and explore mutually beneficial solutions over the maritime and territorial
disputes.
With the strong security and defense support of its allies and braced
by a united ASEAN, the Philippines can expect to have a favorable position
in engaging with China, arrive at a solution that all parties can agree on, and
defuse a potential regional flashpoint.
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Myanmar Migrant Health Volunteers in Bangkhunthien –
Their Health Literacy Transfer in Ethnic Language
Hnin Oo Mon, Monthalee Nooseisai, Prathurng Hongsranagon1
Abstract
By year-end 2015, the AEC (ASEAN Economic Community) shall
be the goal of regional economic integration. With the free flow of people,
an increasing number of migrants from Myanmar, Lao PDR, and Vietnam
have been moving temporarily or permanently to Thailand in search of jobs
and life security, due to the shortage of Thai low-skill labor, migrants’ home
countries’ political instability and minimaleconomic growth.
Capital gains from migrant workers indicate an increasing trend
of the real national income. As many migrants live in close proximity to
Thai communities, it is important to improve their health conditions and
social status which will ultimately benefit the host communities through the
maintenance of health and security. Though Thailand has started to include
migrant workers in its Universal Health Coverage Scheme in 2015, through
the Ministry of Public Health’s endorsement of Healthy Migrant - Healthy
Thailand policy, and in case of border areas – Healthy Border policy – under
the pillar of ASEAN Sociocultural Community, there are still some key
challenges lying ahead.
The focus of this paper is on the Myanmar migrant worker community in Bangkhun thien, Bangkok. The community is composed of different ethnics: Burmese, Mon, Rakhine, Karen, and Shan. Identified health
stakeholders are the community-based organizations (CBOs) Network of
Migrant Workers Development (NMWD); Thai NGO (Path2Health); and
Health Center 42 (BMA). The Path2Health has supervised NMWD to carry
out projects such as Women Talk (reproductive health group discussion by
women), and Up2Me project (choice of family planning and outcome by
activity). The role of Health Center 42 (BMA) is to provide health care
services to these 20,000 migrant workers. At present, health programs are
translated from original Thai projects into Burmese language by Myanmar
health volunteers. It is advocated that there be a policy to train Myanmar
health volunteers to become responsible for health education projects,
1
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serving as ‘peer educators’ in their own ethnic language. Health literacy can
then be transferred to other Myanmar migrants for their self-care in order to
close health disparity gap.
Keywords: health literacy transfer, Myanmar, migrant, Thailand
“Myanmar migrant health volunteers in Bang Khun Thien - their
health literacy transfer in ethnic language”
By year-end 2015, the AEC (ASEAN Economic Community) shall
be the goal of regional economic integration. With the free flow of people,
an increasing number of migrants from Myanmar, Lao People’s Democratic
Republic (PDR), and Vietnam have been moving temporarily or permanently to Thailand in search of jobs and life security, due to the shortage
of Thai low-skill labor, migrants’ home countries’ political instability and
minimal economic growth.
Migration across the Myanmar border has been happening for a
long time and in a complex manner. Many push and pull factors play important roles in the decisions of migrant people. Main push factors are poor
socio-economic status and insecure living conditions in the home country.
Better income and demand for low skilled workers in surrounding countries
especially Thailand are pull factors for Myanmar migrants.(1)
Myanmar is the main source country for migration in the Greater
Mekong Sub-Region (GMS). Up to 10 per cent of Myanmar’s population
migrates internationally according to published estimates. There can be
short to mid-term migration to countries in the region and longer-term migration of Myanmar nationals across the globe. Migration to Thailand and
Malaysia outweighs migration to other countries.
According to the study in 2015 by the International Labour Organization titled “Safe migration knowledge, attitudes and practices in Myanmar”, 75 per cent of potential migrants cited as the primary reason for migration to Thailand improved economic prospects such as higher income or
better employment opportunities. Another 13 per cent pointed to personal
reasons like the desire to follow family and friends or the desire for personal
experience and exposure. The most common reasons for wanting to go back
to Myanmar given by migrants were personal. These include the desire to
go back to families and friends, having stayed long enough in Thailand, and
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having saved enough money. 11.5 per cent indicated that their main reason
for wanting to return was related to positive changes in Myanmar, including
greater security and safety, greater business and employment opportunities,
and better infrastructure and services.(2)
Capital gains from migrant workers seem to contribute to an upward trend of the real national income. As many migrants to Thailand live in
close proximity to Thai communities, it is important to improve, through the
maintenance of health and security, their health conditions and social status
both of which will ultimately benefit host communities.
A number of research papers on the impacts of migration on developing countries have focused on the social aspects in receiving and sending
countries. Even though professionals, such as doctors and lawyers, can earn
more than salaried employees, the percentage of these workers among migrants is still small. Studies on the economic impact on receiving countries
are increasingly of interest to policymakers concerned, especially in the
case of the Thailand which is a major host country for migrants in the ASEAN. In order to measure economic contributions from migrant workers, the
income share of labor (towards the real national income) must be estimated
since labor income share has a direct effect on the labor productivity and
living standard of Thais.(3)
Thailand is a newly industrialized country, its economy heavily
export-dependent, with exports accounting for more than two-thirds of the
country’s gross domestic product (GDP). In 2012, according to the Office
of the National Economic and Social Development Board, Thailand had a
GDP of THB11.375 trillion (US$366 billion).(4)
Thailand introduced its Universal Health Coverage Scheme in
2001 and has largely achieved its goal of providing access to affordable
health care for all. Thailand’s poorest families have benefited from a declining trend in the incidence of ‘catastrophic health expenditures’ or outof-pocket payments exceeding 10 percent of total household consumption
expenditures. The incidence dropped from 6.8 percent (1996) to 2.8 percent
(2010) among the poorest people in the program.
Though Thailand started to include migrant workers in its Universal Health Coverage Scheme in 2015, through the Ministry of Public
Health’s endorsement of Healthy Migrant - Healthy Thailand policy, and in
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the case of border areas – Healthy Border policy – under the pillar of ASEAN Sociocultural Community, some key challenges still lie ahead. Registered migrants can receive an annual check-up and health services through
the Compulsory Migrant Health Insurance (CMHI) scheme in the case that
they have bought the CMHI card.(5)
Although access to primary health care is a basic human right,
being stateless in remote areas excludes migrants from the well-established
Thai public health system. While the Ministry of Public Health (MOPH)
endorses the Healthy Thailand policy, and has clear intentions to deliver
basic health services to all, the actual provision of services remains a significant challenge. Many migrants continue to have limited or no access to
basic health care primarily due to: 1) their illegal status, poverty, and remoteness of their residence, all of which contribute to their marginalization;
2) limited knowledge and understanding about their rights to basic health
care; 3) language and cultural barriers; 4) high levels of mobility amongst
some migrant populations; 5) lack of cooperation from employers toward
their employees; 6) negative perception and attitudes amongst health service providers; and 7) MOPH’s limited financial and human resources to
provide adequate health services to migrants.(6)
The focus of this paper is on the Myanmar migrant worker community in Bang Khun Tien District, Bangkok. The community is composed
of different ethnic groups, notably Burmese, Mon, Rakhine, Karen, and
Shan. According to previous studies of the Bang Khun Tien migrant community, the main ethnic group is Burmese (Bama), with Rakhine being the
second most common. Together ranking third are Karen, Mon and Shan
followed by Dawei and Paoh. The main differences between ethnic groups
derive from the languages they use and their respective identities. Most of
the groups however understand Burmese as it is the main language used all
over Myanmar.
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Figure 1: Map of Myanmar showing states, cities and areas of Migrants (7)
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Identified as health stakeholders are community-based organizations (CBOs) such as the Network of Migrant Workers Development
(NMWD), the Thai NGO (Path2Health); and the Health Center 42 of the
Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA). The Path2Health has supervised the NMWD to carry out projects such as Women Talk (a reproductive
health group discussion by women), and Up2Me project (about choice of
family planning and outcome by activity). The role of the BMA’s Health
Center 42 is to provide health care services to the 20,000 migrant workers
in Bangkhunthien. At present, health programs are translated from projects
of Thai-language origin into Burmese language by Myanmar health volunteers. It has been advocated that there be a policy to train Myanmar health
volunteers to become responsible for health education projects, serving as
‘peer educators’ in their own ethnic language.
PATH began working in Thailand in the early 1980s, for HIV-prevention training to factory workers and providing essential information and
prevention to health care providers of HIV virus. PATH became known in
Thailand for pioneering work in HIV/AIDS prevention and for innovative
public-private partnerships improving services of pharmacy, for creative
and effective use of new media to reach vulnerable adolescents, and for improving health and quality of life for migrants and their families through an
integrated approach to prevention of communicable diseases and advancement of reproductive health. After more than 25 years, the PATH program
made the transition to become a Thai nongovernmental organization, or
TNGO, called Path2Health. Path2Health has been working with Myanmar
migrants on health projects in Bang Khun Tien District of Bangkok as well
as in Mae Sot in the North of Thailand.. (8)
Health Center 42 is one of 68 BMA health centers in the Bangkok area. The BMA is the local government of Bangkok which sees to city
planning, building control, environment and waste management, drainage,
transportation, education, medical and public health services. The BMA formulates and implements policies for the city area through its agencies.
Responsible for ensuring health services in Bangkok, the BMA
runs 8 public hospitals and 68 health centers for the capital city’s 50 districts. Under the Bangkok Vision 2032 and the Bangkok 20-year development plan 2013 – 2032 (9), a safe city is one of the visionary aspects.(9) To
achieve this goal, the BMA plans to further health promotion for an active
living lifestyle, to increase preventive care services and disease control, to
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expand urban health care services and to provide coverage – through cooperation and coordination with a network of health services, the private
sector and community partners. For these functions, the health center provides primary care with the closest link to the community in its area of
responsibility.
Health Center 42 is responsible for 2 sub-districts in Bang Khun
Tien: Tha Kam and Sa Mae Dum. The center conducts health promotion,
treatment, rehabilitation, prevention and disease control for all the people
living there, including migrant workers. It also cooperates with partners
in the public and private sectors, NGOs, and community organization for
many health activities.
But one challenging difficulty for NGOs is that due to the migratory nature of migrants, the retention rate of volunteers is only 40%.
The world is now facing a global crisis in the chronic shortage
of trained health workers. According to the World Health Organization
(WHO), there is a health workforce deficit of over four million. In countries
of sub-Saharan Africa and in parts of Asia and the Americas, the shortages are critical. In the meantime, there is an upward trend in demand for
health care. Due to aging populations and a changed pattern of diseases,
there is a steady growth in the demands on health services, with low-income
countries having to deal with an ongoing agenda of infectious diseases and
emerging chronic illness.(10)
In order to combat disease, reduce child mortality and improve
maternal health according to the Millennium Development Goals, there is a
need to strengthen health systems so that they can deliver health services on
a large scale. Strong and effective health systems depend on having enough
people, with the right skills, in the right place.
Task shifting involves the rational redistribution of tasks among
health workforce teams. Specific tasks are moved, where appropriate, from
highly qualified health workers to health workers with shorter training and
fewer qualifications in order to make more efficient use of the available
human resources. According to the WHO’s 22 recommendations on task
shifting, there are 5 main categories which are A) Recommendations on
adopting task shifting as a public health initiative; B) Recommendations
on creating an enabling regulatory environment for implementation; C)
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Recommendations on ensuring quality of care; D) Recommendations on
ensuring sustainability; and E) Recommendations on the organization of
clinical care services (11).
Bang Khun Tien can adopt recommendations 1-4 which call for the
adoption of task shifting as public health initiative and recommendations
13-15 for ensuring sustainability. Respectively, these are:
Recommendation 1: Countries, in collaboration with relevant stakeholders,
should consider implementing and/or extending and strengthening task
shifting approaches where access to services, and to other health services,
is constrained by health workforce shortages. Task shifting should be implemented alongside other efforts to increase the numbers of skilled health
workers.
Recommendation 2: In all aspects concerning the adoption of task shifting,
relevant parties should endeavor to identify the appropriate stakeholders,
who will need to be involved and/or consulted from the beginning.
Recommendation 3: Countries deciding to adopt the task shifting approach
should define a nationally endorsed framework that can ensure harmonization and provide stability for the services that are provided throughout the
public and non-state sectors. Countries should also explore a framework for
the exploration of task shifting to meet other critical public health needs.
Recommendation 4: Countries should undertake or update a human resource analysis that will provide information on the demography of current
human resources for health in both the public and non-state sectors; the
need for services; the gaps in service provision; the extent to which task
shifting is already taking place; and the existing human resource quality
assurance mechanisms.
Recommendation 13: Countries should consider measures such as financial and/or non-financial incentives, performance-based incentives or other
methods as means by which to retain and enhance the performance of health
workers with new or increased responsibilities, commensurate with available resources in a sustainable manner.
Recommendation 14: Countries should recognize that essential health services cannot be provided by people working on a voluntary basis if they are
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to be sustainable. While volunteers can make a valuable contribution on a
short term or part time basis, trained health workers who are providing essential health services, including community health workers, should receive
adequate wages and/or other appropriate and commensurate incentives.
Recommendation 15: Countries and donors should ensure that task shifting
plans are appropriately costed and adequately financed so that the services
are sustainable.
The WHO-Commissioned Study on Task Shifting shows that the
need for quality assurance mechanisms is sometimes overlooked in countries that are implementing task shifting. The available evidence indicates
that investment in a range of quality assurance mechanisms including the
definition of roles and competencies, recruitment, training, continuing education, supervision and evaluation, is essential to the success of the task
shifting approach. The nature and amount of investment in these areas will
vary from country to country depending on the work to be done and on the
country’s health-care system. However, there is general need to strengthen
and systematize the quality assurance process.
At this moment, a mutual understanding has been built between
BMA and Path2Health in the formation of a sustainable health system for
health volunteers without the help of NGO and P2H. By following task
shifting and strengthening of health volunteers’ knowledge and skills for
health literacy, the above mentioned goals can be met. Health literacy can
then be transferred to other Myanmar migrants for their self-care in order
to close the health disparity gap through collaboration between Myanmar
Migrants, volunteers and stakeholders.
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Free Trade and Employment in the ASEAN from Theory to Empirical
Hui-Chin Lai1
ABSTRACT
The issue of free trade and employment has been a concern for
many countries for a long time. It seems that there exists a tradeoff between
them. This paper looks back at the theories deriving from classical economics
and discusses the role of free trade in economics. It also discusses the relationship between free trade and a nation’s wealth, and the problems of free
trade we face today. The theory is not challenged in the paper; however,
the multi-functional state engaged within the market for full employment
is included. The statistics and data of ASEAN are utilised to explain and
examine the theory. A few ways of government interventions are introduced
and regulations that are detrimental to employment are also discussed.
Keywords: ASEAN, Employment, Free Trade, Comparative Advantages,
the Value of Labour, National Wealth, Environmental Law, Labour Law
INTRODUCTION
Free trade has become one of the most controversial topics discussed among economists, as it is one of the most critical policies in international economics since the classical era. Free trade has brought many of
the contentious issues, for instance, industry offshoring, outflow of technology, and stagnant wages. Offshoring brings about unemployment whereas
outflow of technology makes it more difficult for people to find jobs. The
ramifications of these are actually all about unemployment.
In the market of classical economics, these problems have never
occurred and have never been mentioned. In that case, in the market hundreds of years later today, how should we look upon these challenges? Are
we going to revise the classical theory of economics?
To clarify the problems, this paper will focus on discussing the
relationship between free trade and the economy, and that between free
1
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trade and employment, from classical economics to today. The statistics
of ASEAN are utilised to reflect and examine the cruxes of the theory and
the problems. And in the end, it will provide some policies and opinions on
unemployment and on how the government should intervene.
FREE TRADE THEORY
The concept of free trade, as elaborated in theories from Adam
Smith’s absolute comparative advantage to David Ricardo’s relative comparative advantage, is a self-adjusted market mechanism that allows workers
to be better off due to trade with other countries. The conception of the
theory that it is better for governments not to interfere in markets, including
the labour market, so that they can find equilibrium on their own, is the
principle that most economists believe in.
What makes free trade attractive is that it envisions great prospects, where two parties will gain as long as they are willing to exchange
goods in which they have comparative advantages. Many countries have
thus removed protection from their domestic industries and embraced the
prospects of world trade. This is evidenced by a growing number of free
trade agreements signed around the world.
The defence for free trade from protectionism can be seen in Adam
Smith’s The Wealth of Nations (1776) where he criticised mercantilism
which urged the state to establish a restriction on trade. “ In order to obtain
this relative advantage in the colony trade, in order to execute the invidious
and malignant project of excluding as much as possible other nation from
any share in it, England, there are very probable reasons for believing, has
not only sacrificed a part of the absolute advantage which she, as well as
every other nation, might have derived from that trade, but has subjected
herself both to an absolute and to a relative disadvantage in almost every
other branch of trade.”2
David Ricardo(1911) supported Adam Smith’s trade liberalism
and expanded to propose that “ under a system of perfectly free commerce,
each country naturally devotes its capital and labor to such employments as
are most beneficial to each. This pursuit of individual advantage is admibly
connected with the universal good of the whole.3 ” It is evident that the
2
3

See Adam Smith, the Wealth of Nations. 1776.p175
See David Ricardo, The Principle of Political Economy and Taxation. 1911. p81
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classical economists are in favor of free trade. With their support, free trade
has become an unbreakable conception where people talk about trade. It
envisions the trading nations to pursue the prospect of being better off.
With the expansion of trade however, it is an important to comprehend the role free trade plays in economic growth, and examine the connection between free trade and national wealth.
It is clearly written that the foundation of economics in terms of
the value of labour is that people are “useful for the necessaries and conveniences of life 4”. The usefulness for necessaries and conveniences of life
can be explained into two tiers of meanings - the value of labour and the
ability to consume and produce the necessaries and conveniences of life. A
person’s desire5 for the quality of necessaries and conveniences does not
necessarily have to be produced on his own, he can sell necessaries and conveniences that he has but does not need and buy the ones he wants through
the market.
It is important that market participants are able to trade freely. The
conception of free trade is correspondent to the pursuit of free exchange.
Without a free phenomenon on trade, the economic activities will be restrained; the welfare of the people unable to expand and the market cannot
function well. In the absence of free trade, the value of a person to be useful
and the prospect of a better life cannot be shown. The concept of free trade
that renders workers better off is then impracticable. Therefore, it is understandable that classic economists advocate free trade and deem free trade as
part of theories that can build the wealth of a nation.

4

The importance of the value of labor to the economics can been seen “Labor, therefore, is
the real measure of the exchangeable value of all commodities.” Adam Smith, the wealth of
Nations, p133, Also, David Ricard went along with Adam Smith’s conception of value in his
works such as chapter one, on value, The Principles of Political Economy and Taxation.
5
The desire is deemed to be a part of value of creating wealth. The text and example given to
demonstrate this can be seen from “wealth and riches ...at one time as depending on exchangeable value and at another as constituted by the abundance of the objects of man’s desire.” James
Maitland of Lauderdale, An Inquiry into the Nature and Origin of Public Wealth, and into the
Means and Causes of Its Increase, p21
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Figure 1 ASEAN Economy Size and Trade Volume (USD Billion)

Source: World Bank ; ASEAN ( Association of South East Asia Nations ),
IndiaASEAN6
Free trade has facilitated the flow of trade and helped expand the
size of economies. Since the beginning of the industrial revolution, international trade has progressively expanded to the extent that it is now capable
of impacting the world economy.
In ASEAN, intra and extra trades of ASEAN are not only allowed
to grow beyond existing limits in terms of the economy, but also increase
outputs and create mutual benefits for those involved in trade. From Figure 1, we can see that the scale of internal and external trading of ASEAN
is positively proportioned with the expansion of the economy. The trading
volume of ASEAN, has grown constantly from 690 billion USD in 2001 to
2,511 billion USD in 2013. 10 countries have expanded 1,821 billion USD
of trading volume in 13 years. The entire GDP of ASEAN has increased
by 1,871 billion USD likewise, from 587 billion in 2001 to 2,458 billion in
2013. It can be seen that the economy size and trading volume almost rise
concurrently. These data have proven the closer relationship between free
trade and the growth of nations’ wealth.

6

The economy size of ASEAN is calculated by adding 10 country’s GDP to the sum. The 10
countries are Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Lao, Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore,
Thailand and Vietnam. It is sourced from www.wits.worldbank.org. The trade volume data is
obtained from two sources including www.asean.org and www. Indiaasean.org
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However, free trade does not work without problems. Businesses
move offshore, people lose jobs and skills as well. As a result, some scholars
have proclaimed protectionism.7 Many conveyed their worries and believed
in the use of more protective methods to restrict free trade where unemployment can be preventive. It is worth discussing the cause and effect of the
problems between free trade and employment.
PROBLEMS OF FREE TRADE
As history progresses, the market has become more complicated
with time and unemployment appears cyclically. In the past, people could
still perform work like hunting and farming to support themselves. However, with modernisation in countries, the environment of people who could
find a way to perform work and earn for basic needs has been limited. Those
in the city without a job are not able to provide for themselves. Unemployment occurs. People who have lost their jobs and could not find a way as
those in the old days did for hunting and fishing can hardly fulfill their
desire for necessaries and conveniences. Those who want to find jobs fail to
do so; they are being unemployed as a consequence.
An odd phenomena is created, that is, high economic-growth countries with high rates of unemployment. According to the macroeconomics
data of World Bank and IMF for the 8 years from 2005 to 2013, countries
such as Indonesia and the Philippines have experienced high rates of economic growth, but they also have high percentages of unemployed.
Table 1 Economic Growth and Unemployment Rate in Indonesia

Economic Growth
Unemployment
Rate

2005
5.7

2006
5.5

2007
6.3

2008
6

2009
4.6

2010
6.2

2011
6.2

2012
6

2013
5.6

11.24

10.28

9.11

8.39

7.87

7.14

6.56

6.14

6.25

Table 2 Economic Growth and Unemployment Rate in Philippine

Economic Growth
Unemployment Rate

2005
4.8
11.35

2006
5.2
7.95

2007
6.6
7.33

2008
4.2
7.4

2009
1.1
7.48

2010
7.6
7.33

2011
3.7
7.03

2012
6.8
6.98

2013
7.2
7.06

Sources of Table 1 and Table 2: World Bank ; IMF8
7

“The main thing which caused so much liberal opinion in England to lose its faith in free trade was the
helplessness of order liberalism in face of massive unemployment , and the possibility of using import
restrictions as an active program to fight unemployment. Hicks, R John, Essays in World Economics, p48
8
Economic Growth Data is sourced from World Bank ; Unemployment Rate is sourced from IMF
World Economic Outlook
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It is possible for countries that are developing to have both high
economic growth rate and high unemployment rate. When the inhabitants of
ordinary environments have been degraded by the economic development,
the likelihood of people living through fishing, hunting or ordinary farming
has been diminished. People have lost their old lifestyle but are unable to fit
into the new lifestyle of modernisation.
As we all know, unemployment creates an insufficiency in demand
and goods cannot be supported without purchasing power. There is a limit
to humans. They are not just a commodity- which if not sold today can
be left longer to wait for the right price or the buyer to show up to be exchanged. We get sick, skills learned will fade, we need to take care of the
next generation, and we also need to be taken care of when we become old.
It is impossible for humans to wait for the day to be hired again without
having any impact on their functionality and practicality. When people lose
their jobs, they are losing their income to support the purchasing power.
When output from those employed loses the support of purchasing power,
the value of the output will become lower, and thus have an influence on the
income of people who have jobs. Such a serious condition will even lead
to unemployment for the previously employed. All of these are the reasons
of economic recession. As a result, if Indonesia and the Philippines could
lower their rates of unemployment; the unemployed becoming “employed”
to contribute their value of labour towards their living, the two countries
would certainly perform better in terms of national wealth.
Another key reason why unemployment arises is that wages are
fixed to a certain degree. Richard Brecher (1974) used econometric models
to describe the characteristics of wages in his study. “ Much of the standard
(flexible-wage) theory needs revision when the real wage is constrained by
a floor.9 ” The rigidity of wages keeps the labour market from finding equilibrium in a short time. In a sense, the level of wage rigidity in cities is likely
to be higher than in the country side, mostly as a result of the higher cost of
living and the alternative of living without being employed is low.

9
See Richard A. Brecher, “Minimum wage rates and the pure theory of International Trade,”
The Quarterly Journal Economics, vol.88, no.1(1974), pp114.
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There is not requisition of minimum wages in some countries, so
there should not be wages rigidity theoretically; nonetheless, there is still
some sense in thinking that gives rise to wages rigidity but not by virtue of
regulations; these are social norms. We can ascertain the apprehension in
many classical economic works, namely if a person is capable of working
and bringing home the bacon in a society providing for their family or society, it is a comparable term. For whether we obtain recognition from our
behaviours or not, we often judge by the point of view of others10.” So people will not easily accept work and wages that are far deviated from social
norms when they view their positions and wages from others’ perspectives.
Geographical factors might also influence the degree of social norms. People working on the farm or in the countryside are likely less engaged with
other people, and social norms seem to appear more apparent in countries
or areas that are more developed.
It is invisible but present that social norms have brought about the
wages rigidity and the negative impact on employment. Under Jon Elster’s
(1989) observation, social norms are highly rigid, regardless of extenuating
circumstances or the presence of better options on the table.11 When people
are making decisions, it will be easier if they adhere to the social norms;
also, there is no need for them to worry about disapprovals12. These notions
are much like Adam Smith’s perspectives in the Theory of Moral Sentiments, wherein people hope that they themselves are being beloved but are
afraid of being disliked13. Nevertheless, social norms could be ubiquitous
and become group behavior. The insensitivity will affect the values behind
demands and supplies14, making it a disadvantage for prices and wages to
find equilibrium in the market. This further influences the job market and
causes unemployment.
There are a lot of benefits if we view free trade from the point of
an economy; as a matter of fact, there are also many problems. From the
10

See Adam Smith. The theory of Moral Sentiments, Part III: Of the Foundation of our Judgments concerning our own Sentiments and Conduct, and of the Sense of Duty. I: Of the Principle of Self-approbation and Self-disapprobation.
11
See Jon Elster, “Social Norms and Economic Theory,” The Journal of Economic Perspectives, vol.3, no.4(1936), pp99.
12
Ibid: 104
13
See Adam Smith. The Theory of Moral Sentiments, Part III: Of the Foundation of our
Judgments concerning our own Sentiments and Conduct, and of the Sense of Duty. I: Of the
Principle of Self-approbation and Self-disapprobation.
14
See James Maitland of Lauderdale, An Inquiry into the Nature and Origin of Public Wealth,
and into the Means and Causes of Its Increase
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discussion above, we can see that these problems are rooted in employment.
In that case, how should we treat these problems in terms of a nation’s
wealth? Which one is more important, free trade or full employment?
THE IMPORTANCE AND IMPLEMENTATION OF FULL
EMPLOYMENT
When full employment is achieved, people’s usefulness towards
necessaries and conveniences of life could be maximised under comparative advantages. The major problem of unemployment is that people are
fundamentally different from goods. The labour conditions can change such
as age, health, skills and relationships. People cannot be stored away for a
long time like goods and perform unchanged when taken out of storage.
Thus, nations should not allow unemployment to happen because that
would let the people’s skills deteriorate and the aggregate value of labour to
go down. Without the support of unemployed people, purchasing power is
discounted, the momentum of economic activities including trading gradually
slows down, and economic growth becomes blurred. As far as the reasoning
goes, this highlights once again that the premise that people are better off
with free trade, is constructed on the necessity of full employment.
Hence, the government should return to prioritise full employment
and develop the value of labour in order to walk down a path of long-term
prosperity. Countries should be cautious about pursuing free trade before
reaching full employment. Even if countries sign a free trade agreement
with other countries, a withdrawal or fallback mechanism should be prepared so that unemployment problems are prioritised over free trade. There
are many countries that don’t necessarily consider how they can fulfill
the conditions of full employment. If a government is setting policies and
allowing free trade to sacrifice employment and the value of labour, it is
seemingly placing the cart before the horse is harnessed.
There are a lot of theoretical methods for the government to
become involved in unemployment. For example, in Keynesian methods 15
post-World War I, one of the notions was to expand government spending
to support employment. The problem is that the labour market is somewhat
inflexible, like the rigidity of wages and social norms. The market somehow
is not as efficient as it should be; it is full of characteristics of humans. The
social conditions keep obstructing the market from finding equilibrium.
15

See John Maynard Keynes, The General Theory of Employment Interest and Money, 1936
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So if a government is unable to understand differences in terms of geography, history, culture and its comparative advantages, then a simple expansion of spending could eventually lead to waste and inefficiency.
COMPARATIVE ADVANTAGES AND DIVERSITY
It is not that easy for a government to intervene in a country’s
economy. As mentioned above, it does not follow that once the government
commences investing this will turn out to have a positive effect on employment. If the government cannot let people put their skills into good use but
merely enable them to have job opportunities, the investment will turn out
to be inefficient and wasted.
From where should the government step in and handle unemployment, here are some recommendations. One is maintaining the comparative
advantages, and the other is increasing the comparative advantages. The
following Table 3 shows the main export commodities of the ASEAN countries. We can know the comparative advantages of a country through its
main export. It can be seen that ASEAN has developed a wide range of
specialisations on export. The stimulation from current comparative advantages and the development of more comparative advantages might be a
more efficient way than discretionary investment.
Table 3 Top Products Exports by Countries in ASEAN
Country
Brunei
Cambodia

Top Products Exports
Natural gas, liquefied
Petroleum oils,
crude
Postage, stamps
Clothes

Indonesia
Lao
Malaysia
Myanmar

Coal “ECSC”
Refined Copper
Natural gas, liquefied
Natural gas in gaseous
state
Philippines Automatic related

Crude palm oil
Copper Ore
Electronic related
Wood

Singapore

Electronic related

Oil refinery

Thailand
Vietnam

Automatic related
Oil refinery

Oil refinery
Coffee

Electronic related

Methanol “methyl
alcohol”
Jerseys, pullovers,
cardigans
Palm oil and its fractions
Wood
Petroleum oils, crude
Precious Stone
Builders’ joinery and
carpentry
Parts of aeroplanes or
helicopters
Motor vehicles
Footwear

Source:World Bank16
16

See World Bank, http://wits.worldbank.org/.

180
0

SW 9729-A-p298-G7.indd 180

3/27/17 4:39 PM

Further, a country’s main export does not only show the strength of
the productions, but deeper messages are hidden behind, such as continuous
improvement of the society. The theory deducted from above is that the
purpose of the economy is to make people in the economies better off and
satisfied with the necessaries and conveniences of life, the value of labour
enriched and, as well, the national wealth. When the economy grows to a
certain extent, people will no longer pursue only basic needs but will progress to have better lives, for instance, cultural identity, collective identity
and better infrastructures; things like better education, culture preservation
and better living environments may become part of people’s necessaries and
conveniences of lives. Being part of these is being part of the economy, part
of labour value and part of the comparative advantages.
The above is to argue and discuss how and why the government
should intervene in the market when unemployment occurs under free trade.
The following, by contrast, is to dissert the regulations that have resulted in
unemployment.
REGULATIONS AND EMPLOYMENT
The regulations of a government may vary which may influence
a nation’s comparative advantages. The government does not play any role
in the free trade model, in which the market adjusts itself. Assume that two
countries A and B both produce clothes and wine. A is comparatively advantaged in cloth production, and wine production is to B. The government of
A announces a new law to regulate the working hours to 45 hours per week
and B to 30 hours a week. As a result, the cloth producers of B country, in
order to maintain export strength, will require an increase in capital for more
effective production such as procuring machines. Capital and machines are
all exchanged by the value of labour. Therefore, the comparative advantages
are in reality changed to be less. The capital investments may be too heavy
for some producers. If they cannot survive, unemployment will occur.
Another example is that employment might be affected due to the
variance of environmental regulations. Assumed two countries AB adopt
two pollution standards upon manufacturing. One is stricter and another is
looser. And the relocation cost is not costly. The manufacturers of A might
move to B for the enjoyment of lower expenditure on pollution. The result
of this is not because the workers are not comparatively advantaged. Nevertheless, it turns out that workers of A will suffer from unemployment.
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From another perspective, the relocation of businesses that have
resulted from different environmental standards does not reduce pollution.
When an enterprise moves from one country to another for lower environmental standards, it usually means that the enterprise does not take pollution seriously. Consequently, the total amount of pollution might remain the
same even when a firm moves from one place to another.
The free trade theory takes the idea that both countries can be benefited from trading as a starting point. Hence, if the regulations between
trading countries are different, the real comparative advantages cannot be
manifested and worked upon. Then, the degree of benefits from trading will
decrease. In the case of the environmental standards, it is not a favorable
cooperation to pollute trading countries due to the variance of regulations;
it is against the principal of reciprocity and that is the spirit of free trade.
Therefore, it is important for countries that adopt free trade to help each
other and work together.
CONCLUSION
The theory that developed from classical economists is not challenged; free trade and full employment are deemed to be both sides of one.
The part that has been challenged is the adoption of employment in the
environment. Along with the economic development, the equilibrium of
reaching full employment has become increasingly difficult. Reasons that
cause dysfunction in the market may vary such as wages rigidity and social
norms. Since the market cannot adjust itself easily, governments should
intervene to help the unemployed to achieve full employment.
This paper puts forward a few ways, including maintaining comparative advantages and enhancing comparative advantages from the perspectives of the main export in each country, which lead to government
intervention that engenders more effectiveness and less wasted. Thus the
unemployment that results from regulation is also maintained although the
benefits of free trade may be doomed and deteriorate because of environment degradation and the discernments of regulations.
The environment of today’s world has become increasingly
complicated when compared to the old days. The complexity and diversity
is not averse to a nation’s economics, as argued and conceptualised in the
article, as long as full employment is reached. Only when under the full
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employment, the reciprocal and mutual benefits of free trade will not be
distorted and can be achieved through the maximisation of comparative
advantages, which is the value of labour, of trading nations.
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Understanding Transport History in the Philippines and the ASEAN
Strategic Transport Plan; Towards ASEAN Cooperation
Leo Paulo I. Imperial1
Abstract
The study of Transport history in the Philippines requires an interdisciplinary approach that is vital to understand the transport modes,
socio-political structures, economic integration into the global community,
urban development, transformation of lifestyles, and the development of
domestic transport networks and cooperation. The overall goal is to implement the ASEAN Strategic Transport Plan. A critical analysis of historical
and current trends within the transport systems provides a wider perspective on the transformation of transport and communications in the context
of strengthening ASEAN integration. Thus to reinforce and effectively
implement the ASEAN Strategic Transport Plan, this research attempts to
analyze the role of the Philippines in the future of ASEAN transport and
communications. It also explores technological developments and cooperation networks, to discover which economic and policy perspectives need to
be adopted, in order to most effectively link the Philippines into the ASEAN
community.
This study also aims to contribute to the ASEAN Strategic Action
Plan, particularly by assessment of the past and present transport situation,
enhancing the intra-ASEAN transport network, developing plans to upgrade
transport infrastructure components and services to serve as vital links to
international supply routes, and developing regional capabilities to improve
the safety and security of providing transport services.
This paper reviews the different elements of inland transport history,
including geographical, economic, political, and social perspectives, all
with implications for the ASEAN communities’ physical and institutional
connectivity through the transport sector. Improvement of ASEAN connectivity paves the way for cultural and economic integration. The study also
aims to provide a historical overview and analysis of the trends and challenges faced by ASEAN transport from a regional standpoint, with emphasis on the Bicol region to serve as a microcosm of the Philippine transport
1

Ateneo de Naga University
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situation. Hence, the dominance of road transportation in the Philippines
makes improvement of road infrastructure an imperative. Given the geographical isolation of the Philippines in relation to its ASEAN neighbors,
enhancing the less-developed regional transport networks increases the opportunities for sustainable and equitable participation in the economy of
ASEAN.
This study of Transport history in the Philippines takes an interdisciplinary approach that is vital to understanding the transport modes,
socio-political structures, economic integration with the global community,
urban development, transformation of lifestyles, and the development
of transport network and cooperation in the country as part of the implementation of the ASEAN Strategic Transport Plan.2 The critical analysis
of historical and current trends of the transport system provides a wider
perspective on the transition and transformation of transport and communication in the context of strengthening ASEAN integration. Thus, to reinforce and effectively implement the ASEAN Strategic Transport Plan, this
research foresees the role of the Philippines in the future of transport and
communication towards ASEAN cooperation through historical hindsight.
The research also explores technological developments, and economic and
policy perspectives that need to be adopted to link the ASEAN community.
Nevertheless, the study is consistent and aims to contribute to the ASEAN
Strategic Action Plan particularly on the following premises; assessment of
the past and present transport situation, enhancing the intra-ASEAN transport network, strengthening the transport network links with the ASEAN
community, developing plans to upgrade transport infrastructure components and services to serve as vital links to international supply routes, and
boosting regional capabilities to improve the safety and security in the provision of transport services.
2

For an overview of the development and problems encountered by urban inland transportation
and its impact on society, see Margaret Walsh, Making Connections: The Long-distance Bus
Industry in the USA . (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2000.); Wilfred Owen, Strategy for Mobility: Transportation for Developing Countries ( Honolulu: East-West Center Press, 1964); Glenn Yago,
“The Sociology of Transportation.” Annual Review of Sociology 9 (1983),171-190; Deka,
Devajyoti. “Social and Environmental Justice Issues in Urban Transportation.” The Geography
of Urban Transportation. Ed. Hanson and Giuliano. New York: The Guilford Press, 2004.
332-355.Eliot-Hurst, Michael E. “Transportation and the Societal Framework.” Economic
Geography 49.2: 163-80. . On the urban transport system of the Philippines, see Arturo Corpuz,
The Colonial Iron Horse: Railroads and Regional Development in the Philippines, 1875-1935
( Quezon City: New Day,1999), 3-4; Michael Pante, Of Transportation and Transformation: The
Impact of Urban Transportation on Early 20th Century Manila” Unpublished thesis, Ateneo de
Manila University.
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The research looks at the different elements of inland transport
history ranging from geographical, economic, political, and social perspectives leading to their implications on ASEAN communities’ concept of
physical and institutional connectivity through the transport sector.
Because improvement of ASEAN connectivity paves the way for
cultural and economic integration, the research also aims to provide a historical overview and analysis of the trends and challenges faced by ASEAN
transport cooperation from a regional standpoint, with emphasis on the
Bicol region that serves as the microcosm of the Philippine transport situation. Hence, the dominance of road transportation in the Philippines
demands improvement of road infrastructure and related systems. Given the
geographical isolation of the Philippines from its ASEAN neighbors, enhancing the less developed regional transport networks increases opportunities for sustainable and equitable participation by ASEAN member states.
Geographical Isolation of Bikol and its People
The geographical scope of this study centers on the Bicol Region
which is composed of six provinces, namely Albay, Camarines Norte, Camarines Sur, Catanduanes, Masbate, and Sorsogon; the city of Legazpi, Iriga,
and Naga; and 112 municipalities. The entire region has a total land area of
17,633 square kilometers or 5.88 percent of the country’s total land area. In
the region, the largest area is covered by Camarines Sur with 5,207 square
kilometers or 29.87 percent; followed by Masbate with 4,048 square kilometers; Albay with 2,553 square kilometers; Sorsogon with 2,141 square
kilometers; Camarines Norte 2,112 square kilometers, and Catanduanes, the
smallest, with 1,512 square kilometers; or 6.57 percent.3 Historically, the
region has been as separate and distinctive as other major islands in the
Philippines. In area, peninsular Kabikolan is almost the size of the province
of Samar, and the addition of Catanduanes and the smaller offshore islands
to the north and the east increase its total land area to about 5,245 square
miles, or nearly five percent of the total land area of the Philippines.4
The region is generally mountainous and hilly with few stretches of plain concentrated in the province of Camarines Sur and some parts
of Albay. Elevations in the area are: the Calinigan mountain ranges in the
3

Danilo Gerona, From Epic to History: A Brief Introduction to Bicol History. (Ateneo de Naga:
A.M.S. Press,1988), 1.
4
Norman Owen, Prosperity Without Progress: Manila Hemp and Material Life in the Colonial
Philippines (Quezon City: Ateneo de Manila University Press, 1984),7.
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Caramoan Peninsula, Mt.Iriga, and Mt. Isarog all found in the Camarines
Sur; Mt. Masaraga, Mt. Malinao, and the famous Mt. Mayon in Albay. In
Sorsogon, the Bulusan volcano towers over the province with its height.5
The geography of Kabikolan not only has decreed its isolation from
the rest of the Philippines, but also set certain constraints and opportunities
for economic development. On the negative side, Bikolanos has had to live
with a measure of enforced separation due to the physical fragmentation of
the region. Flanking the central valley, dividing coastal plains, and intruding
the center of Sorsogon are mountains which not only impede communications themselves but give rise to myriad streams that further hamper travel
along their flanks.6 Bicol is predominantly a rice producing region. Most of
the region’s rice is cultivated in two provinces Camarines and Albay which
altogether produce approximately 80 percent of the rice crop from about
equal proportion of the total rice acreage. Coconut and
abaca are the leading commercial crops. Abaca is grown on relatively fertile,
volcanic loam soil from several volcanoes nearby and on the slopes. Fishing, logging, sawmilling constitute a great percentage of the Bicol economy.
The entire Bicol region is well-watered, for precipitation everywhere is in
excess of 80 inches annually. The Northern Camarines and Caramoan Peninsula, northern eastern littorals of Albay and Sorsogon receive rain in the
excess of 120 inches annually. Generally, most of the western exposures and
interior location tend to experience maximum precipitation in the period
from June to October whereas eastern and northern exposures receive their
heaviest rainfalls during the period October to January. The rainfall is sufficient to keep the soil moist throughout the year.7
Hence, an impediment to economic development has been the
extraordinary exposure of Kabikolan to natural disaster. Besides having
a formidably active volcano in its heartland, with attendant seismological
instability throughout the region, it sits in the middle of the typhoon belt.
Recent studies indicate that 40 percent of all storms with high wind velocity
pass through Bicol. As one native of Albay put it: “ The land is good, the
people so kind, the Almighty had to invent the typhoon to even things up”.
5

Gerona, From Epic to History,2
Norman Owen, Prosperity Without Progress: Manila Hemp and Material Life in the Colonial
Philippines (Quezon City: Ateneo de Manila University Press, 1984),11.
7
Gerona, From Epic to History, 2-3. For a brief description of the provinces of Bikol and its
people see also: Francisco Mallari S.J., “The Bicol Region: Geography and People” Ibalon
through Strom and Siege: Essays on Bicol History: 1565-1860 ( Cagayan de Oro City: Xavier
University, 1990), 1-27.
6
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The Bikolanos certainly had an excuse, if they ever needed one, for refusing
to attempt to lay up on earth treasures susceptible to physical destruction.8
The Bikol Peninsula is often ravaged by strong typhoons, imminent earthquakes, and destructive volcanic eruptions. Thus, the history of the Bikolanos has been forged by three geographical factors; isolation, geographical
wealth, and natural calamities which could be considered as reasons for the
Bikolanos’ spirited character when catastrophes strike.
With all these geographic constraints, no good roads existed to
connect the Bikol towns during the Spanish colonial years. The water transport system was regarded as the primary means of travel. Boat steamers
constantly traversed the winding and majestic Bikol river carrying passengers and cargo.9 Bikol enjoyed economic boom in the middle of the 19th
century which in turn had a reciprocal impact on the rudiments of certain
industries such as transportation and communication. With the construction
of carriage roads and stone bridges, inland transport system became widely utilized. Thus, the rapid urbanization of the Camarines Sur and Albay
were linked to the bolstering of the abaca industry.10 The material progress
of Bikol was accredited to the opening of the Philippines to world trade
during the middle of the 19th century and revitalized through the transition to American colonial administration. The Americans pioneered and
reinforced the industrial, scientific, and technological phase in the region.
Moreover, the indicators of progress were evident in the agricultural sector,
and the emergence of more systematized communications and transportation. Modernization and infrastructure improvements were visible through
the construction of first-class roads linking adjacent towns and provinces in
Bicol.
Bikolano traits are seen as a fusion of foreign and regional qualities
that had been integrated into the indigenous culture through generations.
More so, there are distinct behavioral and cultural patterns evident in Bikolanos who are known to be deeply religious, the region being predominantly
Catholic with numerous religious traditions and practices of folk Catholicism still prevalent in major towns. The most distinctive and visible evidence of religiosity is exemplified in the special devotion to the Lady of
Peñafrancia, patroness of Bikolandia whom every Bikolano affectionately
8

Owen, Prosperity Without Progress,12.
James J. O’Brien, S.J. (ed). The Historical and Cultural Heritage of the Bikol People (Ateneo
de Naga Press, 1993), 14-16.
10
John Foreman, The Philippine Islands ( Mandaluyong City: Cacho Hermanos, 1985), 323-325.
9
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regards as his celestial mother and intimately addresses as “ina”11
Spanish settlers in Bikol revered the natives with adulation. They
found the inhabitants of Bikol living in well organized settlements with a
system of government, hardworking, devoting much time to cultivating
agricultural produce, the women described as modest and elegant, the majority of the natives composed and temperate.12 With such characteristics
special to Bikolanos, the region was in the clutches of poverty from the 18th
century up to the early 19th century. Spanish observers blamed the local
people for being the primary cause of poverty, accusing them of indolence,
vanity, and spiteful vices.13
Extreme attachment to personalities is a noted quality of Bikolanos who make no definite distinction between objective task and emotional
connection. Thus Bikolanos are easily affected by an objective critical
remark for he is most inclined to take it as a direct assault on his personality.
Nevertheless Bikolanos are friendly and hospitable, such traits being visible
during fiestas and social gatherings. Alcohol drinking is a fixture in social
gathering as it enhances camaraderie, helping those who imbibe to go beyond inhibitions.14 Festivals are a staple activity in the towns of Kabikolan.
Though these local celebrations are perceived as extravagant, they stem
from essential hospitality since festivals are conducive venues for Bikolanos
to build up and extend their social capital.
11

Danilo Gerona, Lady of the Cimmarones, The Peñafrancia Devotion in the Spanish Kabikolan
1710-1898 (Canaman, Camarines Sur: Bikol Historical Research Center, 2010),1.
12
James O’Brien, S.J. (ed), The Historical and Cultural Heritage of the Bikol People, 22.
13
For accounts of poverty caused by the natives see: Domingo Abella’s “Bikol Annals”,
Jose Arcilla S.J., “ Domingo Collantes. The Diocese of Caceres ( 1796).” Philippiniana Sacra
(7) (1986)pp.41-42, Fray Francisco Aragonenses: Memoria sobre la Provincia de Camarines
(1826); Philippine National Archives, pp.10-12, Danilo Gerona, Tracing the Roots of Poverty,
University Research Council ( Ateneo de Naga University, 2007), 21-34.
14
For Spanish and other foreign accounts of description of Bikolano characteristic see: Jose
Castano, “Breve noticia acerca del origen, cultura, religion,creencais y supersticiones de los
antiguous indios de Bicol.”Archivo del Bibliofilo Filipino, por W.E. Retana,ed., Fedor Jagor.
Travels in the Philippines. Manila( Filipiniana Book Guild, 1965), Jean Mallat. Philippines:
History, Geography, Customs, Agriculture, Industry, and Commerce of the Spanish Colonies in
Oceania, translated by Pura Santillan- Castrence. (Manila: National Historical Institute, 1983),
Marcelo de Ribadeneyra, Historia de las Islas del Archipelago ( Barcelona, 1601), Felix de
Huerta, Estado Geografico, topografico, estadistico, historico-religioso de la Sta. y Apostolica
Provincia de S. Gregorio Magno de Filipinas ( Binondo, 1865), Ferdinand Blummentrit, An
attempt at Writing Philippine Ethnography with the Spanish Maritime Discoveries in the Philippines Archipelago. Transl. From the original German text by Marcelino Maceda. Marawi
City,( University Research Center, MSU, 1980), pp. 110-111.
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Given their appreciation of personal relations, Bikolanos generally are neither enterprising nor business minded. Since the Spanish times
and until now very few Bikolanos have seriously ventured into large scale
businesses, businesses in the Bicol region having always been dominated by
foreigners. It has been observed that anyone who attempts to set up a business or structures founded on business principles should establish a personal
relationship first, before entering into any other relationship . Personal contacts are generally required for any transaction which then become difficult
to turn down. Preference is usually given to a family or a friend when hiring,
delivering, servicing or even in voting. Hence, one who engages in business
should be prepared to either forego his business or forgo his friend.15 The
kinship system is the essential framework of Philippine Society. Indeed, it
is in the confines of the family that a person learns and practices his view
of loyalty. Before venturing to make a decision or take action, a Bikolano
tends to seek the guidance, advice, and approval of his family.
However, the dynamics and complexities of Bikolano society cannot be encapsulated in simplistic classifications. An evident criticism would
be that foreigners are ignorant of the internal notions of Bikol society. Fr.
Frank Lynch S.J. postulated that Filipinos would always seek the following:
Social Acceptance, Social Mobility, and Economic Stability. Hence, external lenses are limited when analyzing the value system, social structures,
and principles of Bikolanos. A notable example is the glaring disparity in
the concept of wealth held by Bikol agrarian society and Western Capitalists. For Bikolanos, wealth is not equated solely with monetary gains
but rather is achieved through the prestige, influence, and status symbols
verified through honorifics. Undeniably, cultural and behavioral patterns of
Bikol society constantly evolve, making tough the task of determining or
coming up with a list that would synthesize the values or characteristics that
would constitute a Bikolano.
Bikol through American Eyes and Americanized
The American colonial era brought political, social, and economic
transformation to the Bicol region. Though there were some incidents of
resistance and conflict initiated by revolutionary armies who showed blatant
refusal to accept the new colonial masters, others advocated peace and pursued the ideals of independence by accepting American sovereignty. After
the hostilities simmered down and the rebuilding stage of the region was
15
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launched, a military government was temporarily instituted to continue the
campaign of pacification. Subsequently, the Second Philippine Commission, or Taft Commission, led by William Taft, Dean Worcester, Mr. Luke
E. Wright, Henry Ide, Bernard Moses, and T.H Pardo de Tavera, explored
the region in 1901 with the aims of surveying the war-torn Philippines and
establishing a civil government that includes the Bicol region. Immediately
the group assigned local leaders who comprised the government. Thus officials were tasked to provide solutions to the prevalent problems and achieve
complete pacification of the region through the introduction of development
plans such as the construction of buildings and public roads, adjustment of
territorial boundaries, and economic activities to sustain the expenses of the
region.16
The priority of the American diplomatic mission to the islands of
the Philippines was the establishment of strong economic ties. In the 1900’s,
when the island government spearheaded the American expansion of trade
in the Philippines, the country became a cheap source of raw materials and a
market for exports of United States industries. This expansionist American
enterprise strategy became known as the Economy of Special relations.17
Abstract indicators of progress under the economy of special relations
included the number of 1st class all-weather roads, improvement of 2nd
and 3rd class roads and railroad kilometers in operation. The extension of
railroad routes and road construction marked the island government’s vision
of industrialization in the Philippines.
The settlement of the American Commission government inaugurated the industrialization phase in Kabikolan. Evident improvements are
the new methods and machineries in agriculture, public health and welfare,
development in commerce, trade, industry, increase in population and advancement in transportation and communication, sanitation programs, civil
16

For an overview of the American colonial administration and their policies see, Jaime
Arejola, The American Occupation of Nueva Caceres and other parts of Camarines Sur
1900-1901 (Maogmang Lugar. Vol. I, No.2, 1963-64), Cameron Forbes, The Philippine
islands. 2 volumes. ( Boston: Mifflin, 1928), Frank Golay, Face of the Empire, United StatesPhilippine Relation 1898-1946 ( Ateneo de Manila Press, 1997), Lewis Gleeck, The American
Half Century in the Philippines 1898-1946
6 ( Manila: Historical Conservation Society, 1984),
James Leroy, The Americans in the Philippines: History of the Conquest and First Years of
Occupation with an introductory account of Spanish Rule (Boston and New York, 1914),
Glenn May, Social Engineering in the Philippine: The Aims, Execution, and the Impact of
American Colonial Policy, 1900-1913. (Quezon City: New Day Publishers,1984)
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Onofre Corpuz, An Economic History of the Philippines ( University of the Philippines
Press, 1997), 219.
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service system, and the institution of a judicial system. The imprints of the
American colonial regime were dominantly evident in the major settlements
in the provinces even during the Spanish era, the cities of Naga, Iriga,
Legazpi, and Sorsogon. Naga city, considered riverine, was the center
of socio-political and economic affairs throughout the colonial years, as it
served as the administrative capital and the core of religious life in the region. Together with Iriga City, which is situated between Naga in the north
and Legazpi in the south, it reflects the image of urban transformation in the
Rinconada area. The cities of Legazpi and Sorsogon meanwhile had their
share of prosperity generated from the prime of the abaca industry in the
19th century that led to developments in the respective provinces of Albay
and Sorsogon.
Thus the presence of these major areas in Bicol where political and
socio-economic life is centered encouraged the American regime to lead the
region towards industrialization. Material progress was the thrust that the
Americans incorporated into the agricultural life of the Bicolanos. Technological advancements in agricultural production, sanitation, development of
transportation and communications, and other infrastructural developments
were steps to maximize the use of resources in the region. Such changes
were manifested in the construction of 1st class roads and bridges that
linked towns, cities, and provinces, aiding fast trading transactions and
interactions. The existence of roads bolstered the need for a more efficient
inland transportation. Hence, the American administration resorted to a
mass importation of automobiles into the country. With this emerged transport services which played a significant part in the public life of the region.
Cameron Forbes and the Caminero Project
No good roads existed during the Spanish regime when roads were
impassable and bridges crumbling. Such scenario was an impediment to
trade and progress, delaying delivery of crops and supplies across the archipelago. Government plans to develop the American economic purposes
were implemented in the sectors of agriculture, resources, and infrastructure. During the Taft administration the main thrust revolved around cultural
and political integration while the transition to the Forbes administration
prioritized economic development and molded the economic character of the
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national structure boosting the rise of the middle class and the recognition
of the laboring class.18 Cameron Forbes was a visionary as he realized the
necessity for road and bridge construction as a means of reinforcing American control and territorial expansion.
“No reliable road in the islands when we took them- Why all
construction must be permanent and maintained at a high degree of
repair. First appropriation made by the civil government in the
islands was one million dollars for good roads. Why this sum and two
million dollars more was wasted. W. Cameron Forbes comes
as Secretary of Commerce and Police- The only big business
man ever in the Insular Government- He champions’ good roads
with great vigor and intelligence. How he at last obtained success.
Permanent roads in all directions and adequate system of
maintenance.”19
Cameron Forbes, known as the “caminero” or road builder, served
as the governor-general and high-commissioner of the Philippines. He was
appointed to the Philippine Commission by President Roosevelt in 1904
when he served as Secretary of Commerce and Police, becoming vice-governor in 1908. In later years President Taft named him Governor-General, a
position he held until the appointment of Francis Burton Harrison by President Woodrow Wilson in 1913. As Governor Taft had centered his activities
on developing the early political organization of the country, Forbes gave
his full attention to economic development, particularly to the construction
of roads, bridges, and ports though he also labored mightily in the fields of
public order, sanitation, and education.20 In his inaugural address Forbes
mentioned a glimpse of his advocacy;
“An analysis of the fundamental condition of life reveals in part
the reason for these conditions. A very large proportion of people
have been held in a primitive condition where each man supplied
18

The Taft Era extended from 1901 up to 1912. For the analysis of the political affairs during
the Taft era see, Paul Hutchcroft, “ Colonial Masters, National Politicos, and Provincial Lords:
Central Authority and Local Autonomy in the American Philippines, 1900-1913,” The Journal of Asian Studies 59 ( no.2 May 2000), 277-306, Ruby Paredes, “ The Origin of National
Politics: Taft and the Partido Federal.” In Philippine Colonial Democracy ( Ateneo de manila
Press, 1989), 41-69.
19
Chamberlin Carleton, The Philippine Problem. (Little Brown: University of California,
1913), 123.
20
American Chamber of Commerce Journal, “W. Cameron Forbes”. Vol.36 No.1 (January,
1960),12.

193

SW 9729-A-p298-G7.indd 193

3/27/17 4:39 PM

all the things necessary for his own use and got along with
what he could personally produce. We must bend our efforts to
advance the day when each individuals supplies the articles
which he is best fitted to produce, which he sells to his fellow
men, and uses the money thus gained to purchase of others the
things which they can produce better and cheaper than he. This is
the essence of trade, and this condition of affairs is impossible without
economic means of transportation hitherto to woefully lacking.”21
During the Spanish era, construction and maintenance of public
highways were assigned to forced labor, who became a source of administrative abuse and corruption. Americans were not in favor of such imposition of labor and campaigned for the total eradication of forced labor and
misappropriation of funds. Hence, a system was worked out whereby roads
were built jointly by use of provincial and general funds. A bold step was
taken through the enactment of a law that required able-bodied men to offer
five days of labor annually on road construction and maintenance, their services duly compensated. The Americans assured Filipinos that this measure
would not dishonor them by allowing popular participation through voting
on increased taxation, the effectiveness of this campaign depending on approval of the provincial board.22
Workmen hired for this--you encounter them everywhere there is
a Philippine highway—were designated camineros23. The “Cameron” that
is Forbes middle name and this Spanish term “Caminero” sound slightly
similar and the name became Forbes’s popular sobriquet. At the outset the,
the poll tax of two pesos was renewable from year to year, with a province
able to levy two pesos one year and go back to one peso the next year. But
Forbes was not to be lightly hoodwinked. A joker appeared in an act of 1910
providing that once a province adopted the double cedula it must continue
on this basis until the provincial act changing it is approved by the chief
executive in Manila. Anyway, in this manner, the poll tax of a peso a year
on males in the Philippines between the ages 18 and 60 became permanent.
But subsequent burdens relative to the national highways have been those of
the general government. For permanent bridges an issued fund of 5 million
was created and made reimbursable from tolls collected on new bridges
21
American Chamber of Commerce Journal, “Foursquare with Forbes Upon Development,
The Prophecy of the forgotten inaugural address,” 5, No.8 (August, 1925): 8
22
Cameron Forbes, The Philippine Islands (Harvard University Press, 1945), 199.
23
The Camineros were vested with police powers as exercised through regulating traffic and
initiating traffic rules.
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until their cost is liquidated.24 With the accumulation of road funds, the Bureau of Public Works laid out the general plan of construction including the
appointment of district engineers. Nonetheless, provinces were empowered
to secure additional funds through doubling the poll tax.
Salaries of Camineros are either paid by the month or by the day.
A worker who rendered service for thirty days and missed work on the 31st
had one day’s pay deducted. This system of payment was viewed as unjust
by some and it was suggested that day to day payment was preferable.
Camineros who are paid by the day perceive themselves as temporary employees and entertain the possibility of looking for another job. In the case
of Camineros in Ambos Camarines, day to day payment was instituted by
the district engineer. But on January 1, 1913, the district switched to monthly payment starting with 15 pesos per month with increases of 1 peso annually. A reward system was introduced to rejuvenate the spirit of competition
among Camineros in the province. A semiannual prize of 1 peso increase in
salary was awarded to the best Caminero of each section, which in general
covered 10 kilometers.25
From 1913 the district engineers realized that monthly salaries
tended to keep workers both in the dry and rainy season.26 To sustain the
Camineros fervor to exert more effort in their assigned tasks, District and
Division engineers organized a Bicol meeting to which all Camineros in
Albay were invited for one day of sports competition and a short speech
given by the provincial governor that sought to revive workers’ interest in
serving and highlight the relevance of their positions.
Government measures on infrastructure particularly road-building were considered the single most important initiative undertaken by the
Americans. Without the benefit of the research which has since been done
on the extensive effects of road construction, the Americans instinctively
felt, on the basis of their own lives in the United States, and the experiences
they acquired in military campaigns in the Philippines, that improved transportation was the prime prerequisite for economic development. With the
appearance of automobiles in the Philippines during the early 1900’s, the
24
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Americans soon concentrated on roads. Governor-General Forbes and his
personal secretary Warwick Green were both automobile enthusiasts and,
believing that the future of the Philippines was largely a matter of economic
development, Forbes focused on road-building, acquiring the nickname
of Caminero (road builder) in the process. He concentrated on those roads
which would most directly promote development.27
Road Construction and Maintenance
In 1909, Forbes’ policy was to construct roads only in those sections where they were most needed for the transportation of crops. Elsewhere, so as to develop the products of the population, the focus rather was
on repair and maintenance rather than on opening up new territories by
constructing new ones. The benefits of these roads were keenly appreciated by the people as they brought great increases in traffic and demand for
broad-tired cart wheels, shops for manufacturing of which rapidly sprung
up along these roads.28 In Spanish times, macadamized roads did not exist,
only trails. Permanent roads were not built during the Spanish period.29 The
Spaniards deemed road-building as experimental, notably because of the
size of roads and materials that would be needed to build them. In addition,
topographically and geographically, annual torrential rainfall would soften
the soil turning roads into mud and making them impassable.
Through the extensive road building projects the essential need for
manpower and funding to support them plan had to be met. Hence, physically strong Filipinos were employed and, for good roads, a special tax was
levied. The poll tax of one peso for schools could be made two pesos, half
of which would be used for roads and bridges. Known as the cedula tax, the
doubling of it required an act of the provincial board. The Philippine Commission approved the policy and delegated the decision to the provincial
board. Provinces were in charge of submitting reports to the Bureau of Public
Works on the roads carrying the most traffic as top priority. Moreover,
27
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approved road materials were composed of a width of broken rocks, gravel,
coral, and a depth calculated to sustain the number of wheels known to pass
over it.30
Nearly 10 kilometers of the Albay-Ambos Camarines interprovincial road were graded and surfaced between March, 1911, and May,
1912. This section of the road together with 18 bridges and culverts cost
some 105,000 pesos, exclusive of Bureau subcharge. Three-fourths of this
amount were spent on grading and surfacing. The job involved over 61,000
cubic meters of earthwork and 6,500 cubic meters of crushed and broken
stone. The surfacing is 3 meters wide with 1 meter shoulders. The earthwork
done naturally divided itself, according to the class of materials moved,
into three sections, viz, (a) kilometers 42-44 inclusive, (b) kilometers 4546 inclusive, (c) kilometers 41-51 inclusive. Evident was the considerable
advantage gained by the government letting the work in kilometer 45 and
46 by contract. The consequent cost in kilometer 46 was only a shade below
0.50 pesos per cubic meter. The type and extent of roads were predominantly based on their agricultural, industrial, commercial, and administrative values. Thus, the provinces of Ambos Camarines, Albay, and Sorsogon
offered opportunities for investments that could result from the booming
abaca industry since almost 55 percent of the abaca production in the entire
archipelago was supplied by the said provinces.
The connection of provincial roads from Ambos Camarines to
Albay was an important project undertaken by the Americans. The American colonial administration painstakingly campaigned for a homogenous
nation and linking Ambos Camarines through the road system was a huge
step towards realizing its administrative, commercial, and industrial values.
Automobiles in the Philippines
Alongside the construction of good roads was the increase in importation of motor vehicles into the Philippines. In 1912, the motor vehicle
law was enacted to facilitate the regulation of traffic, licensing of drivers,
and registration of cars. Even though the maintenance of public roads and
highways remained the primary concern of road improvement, it did not impede the importation of motor vehicles. Automobiles and trucks were first
regarded as luxuries but the rapid development of infrastructure turned them
into necessities of modern life. Both private cars and buses became serious
30
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competitors of the electric and steam railways, to the point that many of
these companies obtained charters and operated bus lines either in defense
of or as adjuncts to their existing holdings. The automobile made possible
developments that would not have otherwise existed. Distance for practical
purpose was not measured in feet or in inches but in the length of time
required to travel it. The private automobile and the bus made available to
the Americans working in the cities today home sites 15 or 20 miles away
that a few years ago were considered inaccessible.
Mass importation of automobiles occurred around 1903. Consequently, trade between the Philippines and the United States improved after
World War I. The slight decline in 1914, the rapid recovery in 1918, and the
post war boom of 1919, slight slump in 1921 and 1922 marked the history of
world commerce. Hence, the automotive trade in the Philippines improved
in 1920. Registration of motor vehicles began in the Philippines in 1912
with 1,586 cars registered. By 1916 the regulations were changed and cars
were registered once during a 12 month period, the total had increased from
4,570 to 13, 562 by 1920 and to 17, 834 by September 30, 1925.
Of the vehicles registered by September 30, 1925, 12,360 were
listed as passenger cars of which 9,578 were private conveyances and the
remainder public utility or garage cars, or cars owned by the Philippine
government. Trucks amounted to 4,647 of which 2,450 were public utility
or hire trucks, 1,480 privately operated and 781 owned by the government.
Transport facilities were among the many sectors of public life to
which the American regime made substantial contribution. Although horsedrawn vehicles such as calesas still dominated the streets of Naga City in
the early decades of American regime, the natives of this capital town saw
the first automobile, a transport mode utilizing a form of power other than
animal strength. However, by the 1920’s, many well-off families had their
own cars which became an index of one’s socio-economic status. Among
the first and more popular owners of these cars were the Dy-Lliacos, the
Lopezes, the Arroyos, the Abellas, the Diazes, and the Melitons.
The presence of automobiles in the Philippines could be highly
attributed to E.M. Bachrach. Emmanuel Moses Bachrach, president of
the Bachrach motor company, was born in Russia in 1871, emigrating to
the United States at the age of 18. He obtained employment as a helper in
machine shops and then became a messenger for the large cloak and suit
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firm of Meyer Jonnason and Company New York. Thereafter, he became
a salesman, five years later launching his own business, continuing it for
seven years. When his health failed he was ordered by physicians to seek a
warmer climate. He proceeded to the Philippines where his physician said
he should have better health. He arrived here in 1907 with a capital sum
of 1,700 mexican dollars and went into the importing business. In 1907 he
brought the first American automobile to the islands, a Ford, and started his
own automobile business, which became one of the largest in the Far East.
ALATCO Bicol on Wheels
During the early stages of the American occupation, the government set as priorities the furnishing and strengthening of its organization
by maintaining law and order, sanitation, and infrastructure projects. In
1908 under the leadership of Cameron Forbes, who was Secretary of Commerce, the administration issued an order for comprehensive road building
that resulted in the construction of 1st class roads and bridges extending
to well-populated islands which paved the way for the utilization of motor
vehicles in different parts of the Philippines. With this accomplished, motor
vehicles evolved from being a luxury to a necessity for trade, commerce,
and mobility.
The American administration pursued the development of transportation in the Bicol region. A considerable mileage of roads and bridges
was constructed throughout the region, which could boast about 1,000 kilometers of roads connecting almost all the towns of the provinces on mainland Bicol. Roads were also extended to Masbate and Catanduanes. Consequently, the potentials of inland transportation improved, the government
discouraged the use of bullock carts and carromatas because it damaged the
newly constructed roads. Modern vehicles began to flow into the region.
The earliest tramway built in 1903 ran through Mercedes (port of Daet) to
the poblacion of Daet. In 1904, about 400 bicycles were imported into the
region and some automobiles were privately owned by well-to-do families.
These automobiles numbered more than 300 by 1933. During the first decade or so of the 20th century Albert Loiuse Ammen, Max Blouse, and L.D.
Lockwood opened the ALATCO starting with a few buses. After its incorporation in 1914 it had more than a dozen buses which served the region.
It was timely that the existence of roads and introduction of efficient motor
vehicles in the country projected a visible scene of development.
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In 1898, land transportation in a country of 7,000 islands with
rugged terrain and tropical weather, was almost non-existent outside the
immediate vicinity of Manila, Dagupan, and Pangasinan, 130-plus miles
north of Manila. The British-owned Dagupan and Manila Railroad, which
had provided a narrow gauge railway service between these two points for
several years, was brought out by American interest in 1903. Earlier American troops had moved principally by army wagon. Most commercial traffic
went by sea or river transport. Water traffic was the greatest natural mode
in the Philippines. The development of motorbus operation can be traced
back to a little branch of the traffic down Camarines Sur. The pioneer in the
business was Albert Lousie Ammen after whom the first bus company was
named. Ammen came to the Islands with the quartermaster’s department of
the United States Army in the early war days. When he was released from
service in the town of Naga, Camarines Sur, he looked around for something to do in the new land. He had been closely concerned with one kind of
transportation, the mule, in his capacity as army sergeant so he cast around
in that field.
Land transportation was not favorable since there were no good
roads. The most popular means of conveyance was through the waterway
that stretches to the center of the province in the form of a good-sized river
known as the Bicol river. Ammen went to Manila and found a little flat-bottomed river steamer, brought it to Naga, and began operating it between
there and Rinconada. Every day for ten years he ran the boat service, always
full of passengers, down through the hemp and copra district. As a result of
this enterprise, he set aside a tidy sum of money, made a trip to America,
hiring Max Blouse to run the boat service for him in the meantime.
When Ammen came back he saw the roads were already functional, under the Administration of W.Cameron Forbes, from Naga to Rinconada. The boat business was still operational and gaining income, but Ammen and Blouse decided to venture into a new aspect of the transportation
business suited to the completed roads. They decided to get an automobile
and run it over that road. Ammen decided to use the profit gained from the
steamer business and went to Manila. He came back with a big Grobowsky
truck chassis and a Chalmers touring car that cost him 10,000 dollars. The
Grobowsky was the first automobile seen in the Bicol region. It was a 3-ton
truck, motor with two cylinders, and the engine block sat on rollers so it
could be pulled out for repairs. With some modifications and repairs done
by Blouse, the first bus was assembled and all set to run through the streets.
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Max Blouse was the first person to drive the bus which carried about 20 passengers by advertisement, but far fewer than that until the people overcame
a pardonable fear of the “automobile grande.” But when they saw that it
could really run and that it made in a single day trip that could not have been
made in 3 or 4 days by other means , they began to fill it up.
According to Lewis Gleeck, “Ammen bought another truck, when
the Grobowsky begun [sic] turning in about forty pesos a day. As the open
road business grew, and the original Ammen company expanded its service
with half- hourly or hourly headway in three provinces, Ammen in 1914 incorporated his company with a capital of 150,000 pesos, and by the 1920’s it
increased to 500,000 pesos. The new corporation papers were drawn up by
L. Dean Lockwood, who had been a schoolteacher and provincial treasurer
in Agusan, and an auditor in Samar and Leyte, Sorsogon and Camarines
before he formed a partnership with Judge Manly and Goddard in Legaspi
and Naga.”
The success of the bus transportation company and the profit
gained from the business inspired entrepreneurs from other parts of the
island to venture into the same activity. Max Blouse decided to organize the
Batangas Transportation Co and Laguna-Tayabas Bus Co. E.M. Bacharach
the automobile magnate had the Rural Transit Company that operated 77
cars in Nueva Ecija and the far north. Frank Klar opened up Pantranco with
headquarters in Dagupan in 1918, by 1923 Walter Scott formed his own
company in Leyte, in 1926 William Ogan introduced the bus line in Bohol
and Cebu. The new bus companies employed the same operational strategy
utilized by ALATCO and more investors gained interest in the bus transportation business.
The construction of new highways and the importation of automobiles had a reciprocal impact on the success of the bus transportation
company in the Bicol region. New conditions in the region introduced by
the construction of good roads were favorable to the rapid and extensive
development of automotive transportation. Through the policies initiated by Cameron Forbes, predominantly his Caminero project, the material
progress of the American regime was sustained, opening up opportunities
for industrialization, commerce, advancement of transportation and communication evident in the importation of automobiles in the country. Thus,
the positive modifications of the socio-political and economic affairs in the
Bicol region motivated business-driven Americans such as Albert Louise
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Ammen who had the consciousness to cater to the needs of both Americans
and local citizens through his transport endeavors. With his imagination and
innovations, he pioneered the concept of the first bus transportation in the
Philippines which was later emulated by other American and local entrepreneurs in the country.
Transport history in Kabikolan adds a new dimension to the study
of history that needs to be explored because of the great potential it offers
to understand the evolution of Bicol society. Future researchers could use
this study as a springboard to analyze the historical and social evolution of
the transport system by looking into the organization, modes of governance,
infrastructure, vehicles, and by examining the play of social power such as
class, gender, and ethnicity. Moreover , the social and political consequence
of the transport system by integrating cultural factors are crucial to its
analysis.
The Philippine Transport Prospect and the ASEAN Strategic
Transport Plan
Is the ASEAN Strategic Action Plan strategic for the Philippines?
Does it apply to the country despite its geographic isolation from other
Southeast Asian countries?
With the historical hindsight on the development of roads and
innovation in motorized inland transport in the Bicol region, the findings
present a critical analysis of the historical trends of the transport system and
a wider perspective on the transition and transformation of transport and
communication. Thus to reinforce and effectively implement the ASEAN
Strategic Transport Plan, this research foresees the role of the Philippines
in the future of transport and communication towards ASEAN cooperation
through a historical overview. The research also explores technological
developments, as well as economic and policy perspectives that need to be
adopted to link the ASEAN community.
Nevertheless, the study is consistent and aims to contribute to the
ASEAN Strategic Action Plan particularly on the following premises: assessment of the past and present transport situation, enhancement of the intra-ASEAN transport network, strengthening of the transport network links
with the ASEAN community, developing plans to upgrade transport infrastructure components and services to serve as vital links to international
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supply routes, and boosting regional capabilities to improve the safety and
security in the provision of transport services.
Despite the pioneering campaigns for massive road improvements
in the Philippines by the Americans from 1910-1930’s, the transition of
political power to Filipinos, and the present administration, the ASEAN
strategic transport action plan report from 2010-2015 specifies that at present Philippine roads remain inaccessible. With only 10% being accessible
paved roads, the Bicol region accounts for less than 1 %. Consequently,
transport development is in a slump causing weak linkages between regions
in the Philippines. Accessibility to paved roads remains an issue in the country since it delimits the socio-economic force. The absence of good roads
results in inefficient land transport. With the total road length in the country
measuring 29,650 kilometers, the Philippines have the lowest road density
with 98.8 kilometer road length per 1,000 square kilometer of road.
According to the Transport Plan, efficient land transport fosters
international trade within the ASEAN community and the rest of the world.
Given this view, the plan calls for removal of barriers, liberalization of
transport, and reductions in the cost of trade to facilitate stronger cooperation. Hence, the Philippines geographical detachment means it shares no
boundaries and inland connectivity with its ASEAN neighbors as is evident in ASEAN Highway which refers to our countries’ road system as AH
26. Nevertheless, the ASEAN Highway Network imposes strict regulations
on road standards, road quality being categorized into Primary (4 or more
lanes, control access), Class I (4 or more lanes), Class II (2 lanes), and Class
III (2 lanes). The majority of roads in the Philippines is categorized as Class
III measuring 1,917 km as of 2006.
Mass motorization is a phenomenon in ASEAN countries. The
number of automobiles doubled from the year 2000 though vehicle ownership ironically remained at a low level. Moreover, the increase in the
number of cars resulted into traffic congestions. In the Philippines, it was
calculated that 3,701 vehicles were officially registered, with an increase of
5,891 in 2008. Despite the rapid motorization of the Philippines, the public
transport sector struggles to maintain an organized system of registration
and traffic control. Because an efficient public transport network serves as
the primary indication of progress , the Philippines lags in the development
of this sector.
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The strategic goal for inland transport aims to establish in the
region efficient, safe, and environmentally friendly modes of transport that
will link the ASEAN community and the world. As the improvement of
ASEAN connectivity paves the way for cultural and economic integration,
this study of physical connectivity aims to provide a historical overview
and analysis of the trends and challenges faced by ASEAN transport cooperation from a regional standpoint, with emphasis on the Bicol region that
serves as the microcosm of the Philippine transport situation. Hence, the
dominance of road transportation in the Philippines demands improvement
of road infrastructure and related systems. Given the geographical isolation
of the Philippines from its ASEAN neighbors, enhancing the less developed
regional transport networks would increase the opportunities for sustainable
and equitable participation by ASEAN member states.
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State-building in ASEAN Member Countries
Niyom Rathamarit
Abstract
Most member countries of ASEAN are developing countries. They
have been in the process of transforming themselves into more stable and
modern democratic states since they gained independence. In the process,
each country employed its own system and means to achieve its desired
state-building goals. In general, we can divide them into 5 types of government, namely absolute-monarchy, military rule, Communist one-party rule,
one-dominant party government, and multi-party government.
Among the 10 member countries of ASEAN, we may characterize
Brunei as an absolute-monarchy; Myanmar, Indonesia (1947-1998),
Cambodia (1976-2014), and Thailand(since 2014) as under military rule;
Laos and Vietnam as governed by a Communist one-party system; Malaysia,
and Singapore as under the one-dominant party rule; and Cambodia
(2014-present), Indonesia (1998-present), the Philippines, and Thailand (on
and off) as governed by multi-party systems.
Having gone through a few decades of governmental experiment,
only Singapore and Malaysia have reached or approached the standard of
developed countries. Their people’s welfare have been greatly up-graded;
while the rest of the ASEAN member countries still are left struggling to
achieve their desired goals.
From the decades-long experiences of all the ASEAN member
countries with respective political systems, it is clear that the achievement
of the desired political developmental goal requires strong management to
control politics and guide socio-economic development. Democracy without strong management will lead nowhere, because it tends to go astray, and
damage the designated state-building plans.
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In Karl Marx’s view, a society’s economic system is the fundamental factor that determines the political system.1 But according to the
recent experiences of ASEAN member states, the other way round holds,
that is to say the political system is the major determinant of economic
development. At the end of the Second World War, all ASEAN member
countries were developing countries. Since then they have been in the
process of, more or less, trying to transform themselves into modern democratic states. Each country was under a different type of leadership, and
adopted its own political system and policy to achieve desired state-building
goals. In general, we can separate them into 5 types of government, namely
absolute monarchy, military rule, Communist one-party government,
one-party dominant government, and multi-party government.
Political systems of ASEAN member countries and their GDP growth
Among the 10 member countries of ASEAN, we may characterize
Brunei as an absolute monarchy; Myanmar, Indonesia (1947-1998), and
Thailand(1932-1973, lately May 22, 2014 to present) as under military rule;
Laos, Vietnam and Cambodia (1975-1993) as governed by a Communist
one-party system; Malaysia, and Singapore as under one-dominant party
rule; and Cambodia(1993-present), Indonesia(1998-present), the Philippines (except 1972-1986), and Thailand (on and off since 1973) as governed
by multi-party systems.2

1

The first premise of all human existence and of all history, ”men must be in a position to live
in order to be able to ‘make history.’ But life involves before everything else eating and drinking,
a habitation, clothing, and many other things. The first historical act is thus the production
of the means to satisfy these needs, the production of material life itself.” Karl Marx, “The
German Ideology: Part I”, in Robert C. Tucker (ed.), The Marx-Engels Reader (New York: W.W.
Norton and Co., 1972), pp. 119-120.
2
Royal Academy, Encyclopedia of Neighboring Countries in ASEAN (in Thai) (Bangkok:
Office of the Royal Academy, 2015)
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Table 1: Per Capita GDP in South-east Asian countries, 1950-64/ US$
p

Country
Singapore
Brunei
Malaysia
Thailand
Indonesia
Philippines
South Vietnam
Laos
Cambodia
Myanmar

1950-54
224

1955-59
327

1960-64
634

251
81

253
85

278
105

159

185

158
134

65

69

Source: Yoshihara Kunio, Asia Per Capita: Why National Incomes Differ
in East Asia (Singapore: Asia-Pacific Press,2000), p.13.
Having worked through a few decades of governmental experiment, only Singapore and Malaysia have reached or approached the standard of developed countries. Singapore and Malaysia have greatly upgraded
their people’s living standard and welfare; while the rest of the ASEAN
member countries are still struggling to achieve their desired goals.
(See table 1)
Table 2: Per Capita GDP in ASEAN, 1993/ US$
p

Country
Singapore
Brunei
Malaysia
Thailand
Indonesia
Philippines
Vietnam
Laos
Cambodia
Myanmar

Population in million
2.9
0.3
20.0
58.0
189.0
67.0
71.0
4.5
9.7
42.0

Per Capita GDP
exchange rate/ US$
19,850
3,140
2,110
740
850
170
280
200

Per Capita GDP (PPP)
/US$
19,350
18,414
8,360
6,350
3,270
2,590
1,040
1,458
1,250
650

Source: Yoshihara Kunio, Asia Per Capita: Why National Incomes Differ
in East Asia (Singapore: Asia-Pacific Press,2000), p. 8.
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Table 1: ASEAN GDP in 2015
No.
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

Member country
Singapore
Brunei
Malaysia
Thailand
Indonesia
The Philippines
Vietnam
Laos
Cambodia
Myanmar

2015 GDP /Billion US $
282
1.6111
353.2
387.3
872.4
272.017
171
11.7
14.24
60,290

2015 per capita income /US $
54,460
36,855
12,551
7,130
5,465
2,692
1,872
1,657
1,206
1,005

Source: Thailand’s Department of ASEANhttp://www.mfa.go.th/asean/th/
other/2363July30. 2015.

From the decades-long experiences of ASEAN member countries
with respective political systems, it is clear that the achievement of the
desired political developmental goal requires strong leadership and a political party to lead politics and formulate and oversee policy, as well as an
effective professional administration to implement socio-economic development programs.
Democracy without strong leadership and a united political party
will lead nowhere, rather tending to go astray, and damage the designated
state-building plans. At the same time, administrative mechanisms are very
important tools for the conduct and fulfillment of public policy. Having only
good ideas and policy without effective professional management will not
be able to produce the desired result.
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One-party dominance
Singapore and Malaysia are examples of states with strongly united,
well-disciplined political parties operating under the one-party dominance
system. Both countries have large populations of ethnic Chinese, or about
75 per cent in Singapore and 30 per cent in Malaysia. The Chinese have
long been the major economic driving force in these two countries.
Singapore is a tiny-island city state with limited natural resources
which has to buy even water from Malaysia. Strategically situated on the
Strait of Malacca, commanding passage between the Pacific Ocean and the
Indian Ocean, Singapore is surrounded by Muslim countries, Malaysia,
Brunei, and Indonesia. Before gaining independence on 9 August 1965, Singapore was beset with political struggles between communist and socialist
movements and Malay-Chinese racial riots. However, since the People’s
Action Party (PAP) founded by Lee Kuan Yew captured power from 1959
onward, it has solved the problems, and led the country to attain developed
country status in 1996. Singapore is considered to have the most effective
government in the region, having succeeded to become “the richest [country
with], the best education, the best places to live, the best health in ASEAN3
(In 2015, GDP per capita income was equivalent to US$ 54,460).
The macro economic development policy of Singapore can be
divided into 4 stages: import substitution economy from 1959-65, export
oriented economy from 1966-73, revised economic structure to move
toward high technology industry from 1973-84, and diversified economic
structure to go aboard (abroad?) in 1985-95.4
In the political arena, Singapore has as many as 23 registered
political parties. But so far only the People’s Action Party (PAP) has constantly won absolute majority seats in the House of Representatives. Since
its founding in 1959, the party has been led by three prominent figures
consecutively. They include Lee Kuan Yew (1959-1990), Goh Chok Tong
(1990-2004), and Lee Hsien Long (2004-present).

3

Corin Feungkasem, Singapore Under the Three Leaders (in Thai)(Bangkok: Deuntula Press,
2011), p.2
4
Ibid, pp. 130-140.
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The PAP’s slogans in election campaigns have been harmony,
prosperity, progress, teamwork, and security for instance.5 Having emphasized discipline and efficiency, the party has been accused of being elite as
it recruits only the best and ablest people into its fold as party candidates
for elections.6 Singapore’s politics are not considered liberal democratic by
Western standards as political campaigns in elections have been tightly controlled and short.
However, to make the political system more open, the PAP has
introduced many innovations to make politics more acceptable to the state’s
citizens. They include the introduction of three new electoral measures
requiring Singapore to be divided into 15 constituencies each if which is
represented by a group of four candidates at least one of whom is nonChinese; the nomination of six members of parliament who are socially
well-known figures with no party affiliation; and the inclusion of three
non-constituency members of parliament who ran in previous elections but
were not elected and do not belong to the government party.7
Malaysia has been governed by the Alliance Party which previously
was composed of the United Malays National Party (UMNO), the Malayan
Chinese Association (MCA), and the Malayan Indian Congress (MIC). In
1974, the Alliance Party enlarged to absorb some other smaller parties into
its fold and assumed the new name of Barisan National or the National
Front from 1963 to the present. During 52 years of the one-party dominance
system, Malaysia has enjoyed a relatively stable and smooth administration
under 6 political leaders: Tunku Abdul Rahman (1965-1970), Tun Abdul
Razak (1970-1976), Dato Hussein Onn (1976-1981), Dr. Mahathir Mohammad (1981-2003), Abdullah bin Haji Ahmad Badawi (2003-2009), and
Najib Abdul Razak (2009-present).8
Malaysia’s economic development was quite successful, but
lagged behind that of Singapore because of racial riots between the Malays
and the Chinese in 1969 that led to serious tension between the two ethnic
groups and the government’s introduction of the Bhumiputra policy, which
gives privileges and special treatment to Malays as well as non-Muslim
5

People’s Action Party, For People through Action by Party, 1954-1999 (PAP’s document), p. 103.

6

Ibid., pp. 114-116.
Corin Feungkasem, op.cit., pp.38-40.
Srisurang Poolsapya,”Malaysia”in Royal Academy, op.cit,. pp. 178-195.

7
8
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indigenous people in order to help them start up businesses and get established in professions. In doing so, Malaysia adopted a policy of discrimination toward the local Chinese, and consequently did not fully use local
Chinese skills and industry in business and (public?) administration. By
such measures the government has slowed down the economic and social
development of Malaysia, causing the income differences between Singapore and Malaysia to grow wider and wider over time.9
Absolute monarchical system
Brunei gained independence from Britain in 1984. Its history can
be traced back as far as one thousand years ago. According to the record of
the Song Dynasty in China (960-1279), Brunei was one of the kingdoms
in the South Sea that appeared in the list of those sending China tributes.
The kingdom was a bustling trading spot in the region, and was invaded by
powerful neighbors and outside forces such as Portugal, Spain and Britain
from time to time, and in 1888 it became a protectorate of Britain.
After gaining independence Brunei chose to adopt the traditional
regime of absolute monarchy as a means to develop its social and economic
systems. Under the system, which has produced high GDP per capita
income, the king assumes the mantles of both head of state and head of
government, political parties are not allowed to operate, and people’s participation is permitted only in small areas at local government level. Brunei’s
political stability relies on limited participation by the people who are satisfied with the provision of good social welfare which comes mainly from
the country’s rich natural resources, notably oil and gas.10
Multi-party democratic system
Thailand after the 1973 student uprising and the Philippines from
1946 onward are good examples of the multi-party system of government
with no strong, well-organized political parties to take the lead. Politicians
come and go, passing from generation to generation. There is no strong political institution to maintain and direct the system. Everything is left to the
results of elections. If the elections produce a good and experienced leader,
the country prospers. If they do not, the country can go nowhere as seen in
recent Thai politics.
9

Yoshihara Kunio, Asia Per Capita: Why National Incomes Differ in East Asia (Singapore:
Asia-Pacific Press, 2000), pp. 90-93.
10
Nopadol Chartiprasert,”Brunei Darussalam” in Royal Academy, op.cit., pp. 11-17.
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From 1932-present, or a period of 83years, Thailand has had 29
prime ministers . For 45 of those years, the country has been under full or
half military rule of Col. Praya Phahon and Marshal Phibun Songkhram for
about 21 years, Marshal Sarit Thanarat and Marshal Thanom Kittikachorn
for about 16 years, and Gen. Kriangsak Chamanant and Gen. Prem Tinsulanond for about 11 years. For the remaining 37 years, government leadership
alternated between 23 elected and appointed prime ministers. In sum, Thai
politics under the multi-party democratic system is very unstable and
stagnated.11
The Philippines, from its independence in July 1946 to the present,
or for 70 years, has had 11 presidents with President Ferdinand Marcos
staying in power the longest, for 21 years (1965-1986). Initially in power
by elections, Marcos in 1972 resorted to martial law to cling to his power
until he was toppled in May 1986. In the Philippines, there are no strong,
well-organized political parties. Politicians rely on personal qualifications
and personal cliques to capture and maintain power.
The 11 presidents of the Republic of the Philippines include the
first president, Manuel Roxas (1946-48); the second, Elpidio Quirino (194853); the third, Ramon Magsaysay (1953-57); the fourth, Carlos P. Garcia
(1957-61); the fifth, Diosdado Macapagal (1961-65); the sixth, Ferdinand
Marcos (1965-86); the seventh, Corazon Aquino (1986-92); the eighth,
Fidel V. Ramos (1992-1998); the ninth, Joseph Estrada (1998-2001); the
tenth, Gloria Macapagal Arroyo (2001-2010); and the eleventh, Benigno
Aquino (2010-16).12
The performances of the political systems of Thailand and the
Philippines are very much behind that of Singapore and Malaysia. The
serious defects of the multi-party system are political instability, rampant
corruption in government circles, and ineffective economic and social
management.
Under the multi-party democratic system, politicians have to struggle for their survival since the term of office is short and there are no guarantees of continuity, except for being re-elected. Besides, the agricultural
sector heavily depends on regular rainfall, while there are not enough strong
11

Niyom Rathamarit, Political Balance Social Balance (Bangkok: A.P. Graphic Design and
Publishing, 2015), pp. 63-158
12
Wachara Sinthuprama, ”Republic of the Philippines” in Royal Academy, op.cit., pp. 270288.
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private business sectors to shoulder national development and employment.
Recently Cambodia (since May 1993), Indonesia (since 1998), and
Myanmar (early 2016) joined the multi-party democratic system club.
Cambodia has to endure government by uneasy coalition in which conflicting parties have to work together and wait for opportunities to eliminate
each other.
Cambodia has a huge territory of 181,036 square kilometers by
comparison with its small population of 15,458,300 (2014 statistics)13. It is
the ideal place for neighboring Vietnamese people who are in need of land
for making a living. Cambodia was a former colony of France which gained
independence on 8 November 1953 under Prince Sihanouk’s leadership.
After independence, the first general election was held in September 1955, and the Sangkum Reastr Niyum party won an absolute majority of
seats in the House of Representative. Prince Sihanouk continued to lead the
government, but it was not a stable one because it was a coalition of many
factions, from the extreme left to the extreme right.
In March 1970, the extreme right, supported by the United States
and headed by Lon Nol and Prince Sirikmatak, staged a coup d’etat that
ousted Prince Sihanouk. The act led to unimaginable destruction of an
already unstable society. The North Vietnamese Communists, who previously were unwilling to help the Cambodian Khmer Rouge oppose the government because they had good relations with Prince Sihanouk, infiltrated
Cambodia, attacked the rightist government and helped the Khmer Rouge
fight the government. At the same time Prince Sihanouk also allied with the
Khmer Rouge, and allowed them to use his name for campaigning against
the rightist government.
Finally in April 1975, the Khmer Rouge succeeded to mobilize
the rural masses, rounded up cities, and toppled the rightist government in
Phnom Penh. Thereafter, the Khmer Rouge, driven by their dream to build
a pure agrarian socialist society, and a paranoia that the enemy might strike
back, forced all urban bureaucrats, academics and white-collar people to
toil on land in the wilderness without sufficient food or medicine. The result
was a heavy loss of lives and the collapse of Khmer Rouge authority.
13

Teera Nuchbiam, “Kingdom of Cambodia”, in Royal Academy, op.cit., p. 22.
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At the same time, the Khmer Rouge were very repressive, inhumane, and very hostile to the Vietnamese Communists who helped them
fight the rightist government. Having no mass support coupled with serious
internal conflict, the Khmer Rouge were driven out of Phnom Penh in early
1979 by Vietnamese Communist troops in the names of the break-away
group of Heng Samrin, Chea Sim, and Pen Sovan (later replaced by Hun
Sen). In retreating, the Khmer Rouge fell back to their former forest base
in the western region of Cambodia adjacent to the Thai border. Many years
later, the Khmer Rouge joined hands with Prince Sihanouk’s group and
the Free Khmer loyal to Son Sann, a political group carried over from the
previous Sihanouk regime, to form a Coalition Government of Democratic
Kampuchea (CGDK) to wage war against the Vietnamese-puppet regime in
Phnom Penh.
The conflict dragged on until the United Nations intervened in early
1990 and both sides agreed to settle their dispute through UN-managed
election in 1993. The first two general elections led to an uneasy political
compromise of Prince Ranariddh of FUNCINPEC and Hun Sen’s Cambodian People’s Party (CPP). Later on Prince Ranariddh was eliminated and
Sam Rainsy, a Khmer nationalist, emerged as a serious contender to Hun
Sen’s regime. See the elections results Table 4-8, 1993-2013:
Table 4: The results of May 23, 1993 general election in Cambodia
Party
FULSINPEC
CPP
BLDP
MOULINAK
Total

y
g
Parliamentary seats
58
51
10
1
122

Percentage
45
38
10

Source: Teera Nuchbiam, “Kingdom of Cambodia”, in Royal Academy,
op.cit., pp. 51-52
Table 5: The results of July 26, 1998 general election in Cambodia
Party
CPP
FULSINPEC
Sam Rainsy Party
Total

y
g
Parliamentary seats
64
43
15
122

Percentage
41.4
31.7
14.3

Source: Teera Nuchbiam, “Kingdom of Cambodia”, in Royal Academy,
op.cit., pp. 55-56

218
8

SW 9729-A-p298-G7.indd 218

3/27/17 4:39 PM

Table 6: The results of 2003 general election in Cambodia
Party
CPP
Sam Rainsy Party
FULSINPEC
Total

Parliamentary seats
73
24
26
123

Percentage
47.3
21.9
20.8

Source: Teera Nuchbiam, “Kingdom of Cambodia”, in Royal Academy,
op.cit., p. 57.
Table 7: The results of 2008 general election in Cambodia
Party
CPP
Sam Rainsy Party (SRP)
Human Rights Party (HRP)
Narodom Ranariddh Party
FUNSINPEC
Total

g
Parliamentary seats
90
26
3
2
2
123

Percentage
58.13
21.90
6.62
5.62
5.05

Source: Teera Nuchbiam, “Kingdom of Cambodia”, in Royal Academy,
op.cit., p. 57.
Table 8: The results of 28 July 2013 general election in Cambodia
Party
CPP
CNRP
Total

y
g
Parliamentary seats
68
55
123

Percentage

Source: Teera Nuchbiam, “Kingdom of Cambodia”, in Royal Academy,
op.cit., p. 59.
CNRP = Cambodian National Rescue Party, a merger of the SRP and HRP.
On the other hand, Indonesia seems to be doing well with the
multi-party system since it can accommodate more interest groups and political parties to engage in politics, an activity which was previously limited
by the military regime of Suharto.
However, it is too early to pronounce on the success or failure of
the two countries since more time is needed to prove concrete results.
Military regime
In the past, several ASEAN countries were governed by military
regimes, including Myanmar, Thailand, and Indonesia. Though Myanmar
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and Indonesia used to be very well known for their military governments,
both have dropped military rule in favor of the multi-party system. On the
other hand, Thailand, which used to be considered the most advanced in the
multi-party democratic system, has gone backward to military rule.
Myanmar started with a multi-party system of government after
it gained independence from Britain in 1948. During the first 10 years of
independence, the social and economic conditions of Myanmar under the
premiership of U Nu seemed to improve somewhat. However, just as the
10-year period of guarantee for non-Burmese ethnic groups to secede from
the Union was approaching, the military headed by Ne Win carried out a
coup and seized power from U Nu in 1958. In 1960, a general election was
held, and U Nu’s party won the mandate to lead the new government. Seeing U Nu steer the country’s economy away from socialism as designated
by Aung San, Ne Win staged another coup on 2 March 1962, and set up a
police state to prevent any secession by ethnic groups. This meant that the
Ne Win regime did not honor the Panglong Agreement, reached in 1947 by
Aung San and ethnic minority groups, allowing these groups to leave the
Union if they chose to do so after 10 years.
Under Ne Win, the military set up the Burma Socialist Program
Party (BSPP) which ran the country under a one-party system similar to
that of communist regimes elsewhere. Burmese socialism under military
monopoly was a complete failure since it isolated the country from the rest
of the world and used force to maintain its authority. During the military
regime, what was known as Burma became a least developed country and
huge numbers of people fled the country to seek jobs in neighboring countries, especially in Thailand and Malaysia.
What is now Myanmar recently (since late 2015) has tried to
accommodate Western political pressure for democracy and human rights.
For example, the Myanmar leadership has softened its control over the population and politicians by allowing a measure of multi-party system competition through legalizing the organization of political parties and general
elections.
The military government in Indonesia was different from that of
Myanmar. It came to power by suppressing the nationalist movement of
Sukarno and the Communist Party of Indonesia which staged an attempted
coup on 30 September 1965. Suharto, the survivor of the attempted coup,
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fought back and was able to secure and stay in power from 1965-1998,
becoming President in 1968.14
In Indonesia, the military regime supported by the US came to
power by the brutal murdering of about 500,000-1,000,000 people supportive of the communists and the old regime, especially members of the
Communist Party of Indonesia. The military regime used an economic
development policy as its means to fight communism and socialism. Over
the next two decades, Indonesia became one of the eight fastest-growing
economies in the world, partly due to the rising demand for oil. The military
government aimed to promote the people’s well-being by creating jobs and
encouraging foreign investment. Suharto’s regime came to an end when
economic crisis struck Indonesia in 1998, and the military regime was not
able to deal with it, resulting in the people expressing their anger through
widespread street protests. Finally, Suharto was forced to step down and a
regime change took place.
Thai military regimes have also been pro-rightist. The Phiboon
regime (1981-87 and 1948-57) was nationalist, while the Sarit and Thanom
regimes (1957-73) were capitalist authoritarian. The Sarit and Thanom
regimes were closely tied to the US, adopting social and economic development policies as means to promote people’s well- being. At the same time,
they promoted foreign investment, as well as rural development. Under
these military governments, though corruption was widespread, economic
growth was significant.
The weakness of the military regime amid rapid change brought
by economic development is that the more the economy succeeds, the faster
the military regime loses its legitimacy. This is because people who become
more secure economically tend to demand more say in politics. Hence military regimes world-wide tend to be overthrown sooner or later.
The present Thai military regime is quite different from predecessors, its present existence deriving from the special situation brought
forward by conflicting partisan interests that the incumbent civilian government was unable to settle. The Thai situation needs a middleman to help
solve the problem, which is a temporary one. In the long run, a mixed
system of government where all sides have a say is unavoidable.
14

Rod Hague and others, Comparative Government and Politics: An Introduction (4th ed.)
(Hampshire: MacMillan, 1998), p.242.
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Communist one-party rule
Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos suffered long protracted wars of independence since 1950s to 1975. Typically Vietnam and Cambodia suffered
the most from super powers’ aggression and civil wars. Politically, Vietnam
and Laos are under the communist one-party rule. No other political parties
are allowed to compete against the Communist Party for leadership.
The socialist economic systems as implemented were devastating
failures since it gives no meaningful role for the working-people to play. It
allows no initiative for the producers, and gives no incentive for people to
work hard. On the other hand, it encourages free riders because those who
work hard or work less get the same pay.
In 1985 the new Soviet leader, Mikhail Gorbachev, made a significant change in its foreign policy by reducing and cut its foreign aids, Vietnam in 1986 was forced to turn away from the socialist economy to adopt
the market economy under the reform program of “Doi Moi” or renovation.
Under the renovation policy, Vietnamese government had issued many new
laws, such as law on land, law on foreign investment protection, law on
private businesses, law on import and export, etc. to facilitate economic
development, and promote private business and foreign investment.15
As the Soviet Union was not in a position to finance the war game,
Vietnam decided in 1989 to reduce its military expenses by ending its occupy
of Cambodia and pulled back its troops.16 By doing so it was able to avoid
being isolation from an international community. In 1991 it normalized
relations with China, ASEAN, the United States.
On the economic front, Vietnam extended and enlarged its “Doi
Moi” policy further to stabilize and strengthen its 1991-2000 and 20012010 social and economic development programs. Its production of rice
greatly increased, and became one of the three largest rice exporters in
1990s instead of an importer as it used to be in the earlier times. Its open-up
policy attracted a considerable amount of foreign investments and it greatly
helped expansion of industry in Vietnam.

15

Teera Nuchbiam, “Socialist Republic of Vietnam”, in Royal Academy, op.cit., pp. 364-365.

16

Teera Nuchbiam, “Kingdom of Cambodia”, in Royal Academy, op.cit., p. 45.
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To move closer to the world economic community, Vietnam joined
ASEAN in 1995, and joined the World Trade Organization in 2007. Its economic growth was relative high and stable, 7 to 8 per cent in 1990s, except
for unfavorable years such as during world economic crisis in 1997-98,
2008-09.17
Laos was a country seriously torn by wars in Indochina as a whole
and the Vietnam War in particular. During the wars, Lao leaders were
divided into three factions: the right, the left, and the centre. The right was
supported by France, the US and Thailand; the left was closely allied with
communist Vietnam and the Soviet Union; the centre was drawn into conflict by both sides. The left, or the Pathet Lao, worked shoulder to shoulder
with communist Vietnam to overthrow the US-supported regime in South
Vietnam. Part of Laos’ territory was used by the communist Vietnam as a
transport route for war material and troops to reach South Vietnam. Laos
therefore came under heavy bombing by the US air force. When the US
eventually withdrew from Vietnam, the Pathet Lao was able to occupy the
entire country in 1975, and put an end to the division of Laos.
During the early period of communist rule, Laos adopted a mild
version of the centrally-planned economy. But after the Soviet Union
reduced foreign aid to its allies, including Vietnam and Laos, Laos had to
adjust its economic system by abandoning the centrally-planned economy
and adopting the renovation policy (Vietnamese ‘Doi Moi’) or market economy in 1986.18 Under the new economic system, Vietnam and Laos seemed
to fare well, especially Vietnam, whose population is more oriented toward
materialism and industry, and has the potential of catching up with Thailand
sooner or later. In Laos, though the economy has made significant progress,
the government pursues a relatively cautious policy. In other words, Laos
seems more organized in terms of political party, but less skilful in terms of
(economic?) management.
The illusion about democracy
In theory, democracy may be the most favorable political system
for those who love freedom and equality, because it treats all men equally
and offers them wide open opportunities to express their view. To achieve
17

Teera Nuchbiam, “Socialist Republic of Vietnam”, in Royal Academy, op.cit., pp. 366-368.
Teera Nuchbiam, “Lao People ‘s Democratic Republic”, in Royal Academy, op.cit., pp.
136-138.
18
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such a goal however, society has to abide by law and order since one cannot
have freedom and equality without it. You cannot for example drive a car
safely and get to a place quickly without other drivers respecting the traffic
rules and the road being in good condition.19
Democracy can be an effective means of obtaining public cooperation and willingness to do things together, but it can also give unqualified persons a chance to spoil the process and obstruct or even destroy the
working system as in the case of Germany’s Hitler. As such, democracy can
become an arena for devastating power struggles in which gentlemen may
not be able to engage because they are not ready to fight evils in unlawful
ways, leaving the villains to dominate and lead the government to serve
their self-interests.
This much is happening in ASEAN member countries, especially
in Thailand, the Philippines, Cambodia, and maybe in future Indonesia and
Myanmar, if the politicians are not well disciplined, and do not accept certain rules of the democratic game. It is difficult to rely on the general public
to become politically aware and play an active role in political conflict
among the politicians.
For democracy to work well, the people have to engage politically,
command good knowledge of public affairs, and be able to make decisions
on public policy. Only the well developed western countries can acquire
such qualifications as obstructions are extensive for the dejected poor developing countries.
In fact, democracy is sometimes a game played by western powers
to intervene in other countries’ domestic affairs. The purpose is to weaken
competitors or unfriendly countries by using democracy as a tool for dividing the target enemy and ruling them if possible. But in certain cases,
democracy is used simply as a gesture toward a better world, and to promote
the western powers’ image as civilized nations.
As a political tool of the great powers, democracy would not be
used to touch dictatorial or authoritarian countries if they are good followers.
But for the competitor or unfriendly country, democracy will be used as a
tool to make the target country look ugly and underdeveloped.
19

Yoshihara Kunio, Asia Per Capita: Why National Incomes Differ in East Asia (Singapore:
Talisman Publishing, 2000), p. 96.
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Democracy is certainly not fit for countries where politicians are
not public-minded or well disciplined, and where the general public is not
enlightened, well-organized and self-reliant. As long as the economic gap
between the rich and the poor is yawning, populism is adopted by the underdog to fight the stronger one, and it is difficult to get away with it if the
problem is not solved properly.
The meritocracy
One deficiency political thinkers in the western world do not emphasize much is good rulers, except for Plato in The Republic which refers
to the philosopher king, as a good ruler by birth who must be trained for the
task of government. Apart from this book, few others mention good rules as
a means to reach good government. Rather, they tend to ignore it by emphasizing systems or structures instead.
By eastern standards, political thinkers rely more on good men or
good rulers instead of good systems. This can be seen in the teachings of
Buddhism or Confucianism.
Good rulers, according to the thinkers of the East, are not bound
by systems or structures as much as by the code of good conduct that they
must follow. For instance in Buddhist teachings, the code of good conduct
includes the ten rules for a good king, and the 12 practices of a great king.
The 10 rules for a good king are as follows: 1) be giving, 2) adhere
to good morals, 3) donate, 4) observe integrity, 5) be polite, 6) work hard, 7)
be free from hatred, 8) from exploiting others 9) uphold perseverance, and
10) be free from anger.20
The 12 practices of a great king include: 1) giving protection to
family members and persons surrounding him 2) paying attention as well
as giving protection to administrators under his power, 3) giving protection
to officers who work closely with him, 4) providing help to the learned
and heads of households, 5) taking good care of rural people, 6) providing
protection to monks and priests, 7) giving protection to animals that should
be conserved, 8) preventing any practices of injustice or dark influence,
9) distributing property to the needy, 10) paying close attention to moral
20

Tipitaka (the three divisions of the Buddhist canon). See Preecha Changkwanyuen,“Thammaraja and the Virtues of Ruler in Democracy” in King Prajadhipok’s Institute, Rule by Virtues
(in Thai) (Bangkok: A.P. Graphic Design and Publishing, 2014), p. 9.
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practice among the people by making frequent visits to monks and priests
and consulting with them about the matter, 11) avoiding immoral sexual
activities, and 12) avoiding too much greed.21
In Confucian teaching, the ruler has to perform his duties properly, as well as to oversee the practice of rites and follow the code of good
conduct. These include love or kindness (仁), justice ( ), tradition ( ),
education (智), and trustworthiness (信).22
According to Confucian teaching, only the sages or superior men
have the right to rule because they know the course of nature, heaven, and
earth, and give us rules of proper conduct. So the sage forms a triad with
heaven and earth.23
As a matter of fact, relying on either the system or the ruler is not
enough to make the government function for the good of the ruled. Both a
good system and a good ruler are necessary to bring about good government.
The more crucial problem that faces us today is how to design a set
of regulations that will enable us to choose a good team of rulers who would
take good care of the people’s interests. The simple method of electing a
representative as is practiced may not be effective enough for a developing country. Also necessary may be the introduction of some institutions
to guarantee public interests, i.e., a team of moral and legitimate leaders to
stabilize and maintain society.

21
Bible of Jakkawattisuti. See Pramaha Hansa,”Dhammaraja” in King Prajadhipok’s Institute,
Rule by Virtues (in Thai) (Bangkok: A.P. Graphic Design and Publishing, 2014), p. 43-45.
22
Niyom Rathamarit and Chen Shaobo, Basic Textbook on Ancient Chinese Philosophy
(in Chinese)(Bangkok: Thammada Press, 2013), p. 93.
23
Chen Jingpan, Confucius as a Teacher (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 1990), p. 239.
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Preparing the Thai Accounting Profession for the ASEAN Community
with Focus on the Vocational Education Stream
Patamasiri Hoonthong1
Abstract
The ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) aims to build ‘one
market and one production base’ which will influence every economic
sector of ASEAN member countries. In particular it will encourage the
ideology of liberalization, including free movements of goods, services,
investment, technology and labor. This creates both an opportunity and a
challenge; although there are obvious examples of the former, the latter cannot be ignored. Taking a good look at the labor market, our negligence of
proper preparation will cause a tremendous disadvantage in intra-ASEAN
competition.
Education as a well-known tool needs to be responsive and active
in preparing each nation’s national labor force for what the ASEAN labor
market is seeking. Specifically, vocational education, which claims to be a
direct link of labor to the labor market, needs to upgrade its quality; otherwise, the labor force will lose out in the economic integration, due to
incompetence and lack of competitiveness. This study aims to achieve three
objectives: (i) to investigate OVEC preparation for the AEC in terms of policy, the core curriculum, instructor development and student qualifications;
(ii) to identify conditions in, and challenges of, “best practice” Vocational
Schools in preparing accountant students for ASEAN, in terms of the curriculum, instructor development and student development; and (iii) to assess
the perceptions of administrators, instructors, students, the industrial sector
and subject matter experts on OVEC preparation for the AEC in terms of
policy, the core curriculum, instructor development and student development in the field of accountancy.
The research sites and samples were chosen purposively. Four
“best practice” Vocational Colleges, varying by their locations, were chosen
as a place-based study. The samples included (i) five participants from
OVEC, (ii) 28 participants from Vocational College personnel, including
1

Candidate, Master of Arts in International Development Studies (MAIDS), Faculty of Political Science, Chulalongkorn University, Thailand
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directors, departmental heads of accountancy, instructors and students of
accountancy, (iii) two subject-matter experts, and (iv) three participants
from the industrial sector. The total sample size was 38 participants. The
data, collected by semi-structured interview and focus-group discussion,
were analyzed by two social research-analyzing techniques: comparison
and analytic induction.
Keywords: preparation, ASEAN, vocational education, accountancy
The Problem
The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) was founded
in 1967, and includes ten members, namely, Malaysia, Indonesia, the Philippines, Thailand, Singapore, Brunei Darussalam, Lao PDR, Vietnam,
Myanmar and Cambodia. The birth of an ASEAN Community will strengthen
regional economic growth and increase negotiating power on the global
stage. To achieve this, ASEAN has set the goal of creating ‘one market and
production base.’ However, while there are many advantages, there are also
challenges for the ASEAN member countries. Even though the bloc fosters
cooperation, it is inevitable that there will be internal competition due to the
nature of market forces. Resulting from the mobilization of re-focused investment, labor, goods, services and culture, it is most beneficial if a country
prepares and looks forward to competing in the so-called ‘one production
base’ (Association of Southeast Asian Nations, 2008).
Mutual Recognition Arrangements (MRAs) were an effort to enhance labor mobility for professional labor across the member countries. An
MRA in Accountancy Services was established in 2009 (Federation of Accounting Professions, 2014b). Thus the accounting professions in ASEAN
are currently facing a ‘two sides of the same coin’ situation in which they
can enjoy expanded employment opportunities while at the same time they
are vulnerable to employment insecurity due to the higher degree of competition. To be relevant and competitive in the new ASEAN Community
labour market, Thailand needs to continuously improve its human resource
development through vocational or professional skills, languages, working
perspectives and intercultural skills (Promsriya, 2012). If Thai accounting
professions cannot keep up with the constant changes of the market, they
are at risk of losing out in this game.
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Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) has
been touted as a good approach to match the skills of labor supply to labor
demand. Nevertheless, despite the claimed advantage which governments
around the world have agreed upon, TVET remains a dead-end path of
education (Law, 2011). Chalamwong et al. (2012) agree that employers
are still looking for semi-skilled labor, especially people equipped with
technical skills, yet vocational institutions have not been very successful
in producing highly-qualified graduates. Policy-makers therefore must put
emphasis on TVET colleges in order to improve the skills and knowledge
of their graduates.
The office of the Vocational Education Commission (OVEC),
which is the policy-making body for the vocational stream, has been enforcing policies for quality improvement in order to solve the persistent
problem of poor quality vocational education, and to prepare for the ASEAN
Community. OVEC launched projects such as English Instruction Conferences and Collaborative Internship among ASEAN countries (Office of the
Vocational Education Commission, 2013). However, they are aware that
preparation for the ASEAN Community will not be simple, without any
obstacles. Additionally, there are challenges of relative statuses that policymakers tend to overlook or rather have not yet realized. Hence, there is what
Trowler (2002) refers to as an ‘implementation gap’ when it comes to what
is written in official policy papers and what actually happens on the ground
in the implementation process (see also Gale, 1999; Lingard & Garrick,
1997).
Most research done to date has paid little attention to the connections between implementation at the institutional and the national level, nor
to the perceptions of strategic education sector stakeholders such as college
personnel, subject-matter experts, and relevant industrial sectors. Audu,
Igwe, and Onoh (2013) suggested in their study of Nigeria that vocational
education played a significant role in equipping labor with employment
skills for the 21st century, yet infrastructure, quality teachers and workshop
facilities were lacking. Suttipun (2012) specifically studied readiness of
accounting students for the upcoming ASEAN Community labor market
and found that English language skill, moral and ethical issues, and the
preparation of university programs were important factors affecting accounting students’ readiness. Skill in other ASEAN languages, knowledge
of international accounting standards, and the competition of accountants in
the ASEAN Community labor market were the least common themes in the
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ASEAN preparation.
Therefore, this study aims to conduct a comprehensive review of
preparation in the Thai vocational education stream for the ASEAN Community labor market by looking at three levels of stakeholders: (i) National
Level: OVEC as a policy-making body; (ii) Institutional Level: vocational
colleges and (iii) Market Level: the industrial sector as a labor user. This
scrutiny of Thai preparation in these three levels aims to clarify three areas:
(i) OVEC efforts to prepare vocational institutions for the ASEAN Community in the areas of policy, qualification framework, core curriculum, instructor and student development, (ii) statuses and challenges at the ground
level in preparing for the ASEAN Community, and (iii) perceptions of the
main stakeholders concerning OVEC preparation, and whether it can
adequately prepare for the ASEAN Community. The results are expected
to give insights and implication for OVEC policy makers and policy implementers in their current preparations for dealing with the ASEAN vision.
Research Questions
2.1) How is OVEC preparing the field of Thai accountancy for the ASEAN
changes in terms of policy, qualification framework, core curriculum,
instructor development and student development?
2.2) How are Thai ‘Best Practice’ vocational colleges preparing core
curriculum, instructor development and student development in the field of
accountancy for ASEAN?
2.3) How adequately can OVEC prepare the Thai field of accountancy for
ASEAN?
Research Objectives
3.1) To identify the current status of OVEC’s preparation in the field of
accountancy.
3.2) To identify whether the current status and challenges of Best Practice
vocational colleges in preparing accounting students for ASEAN are
location-based or system-made.
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3.3) To assess perceptions of the main stakeholders2 concerning OVEC’s
preparation of Accounting education for the ASEAN Community
Literature Review
1) Mutual Recognition Arrangement (MRA) on Accountancy Services
To make the environment conducive to the ASEAN single market
and production base, the Mutual Recognition Arrangements (MRAs) were
signed to facilitate labor mobility in eight professions; namely, (i) Engineering Services, (ii) Nursing Services, (iii) Architectural Services, (iv) Surveying Qualification, (v) Medical Practitioners, (vi) Dental Practitioners,
(vii) Accountancy Services and, recently approved in 2011, (viii) Tourism
Services. The MRA on Accountancy Services differed from the others. In
2009, the MRA for the accounting professions was known as only a ‘Mutual
Recognition Arrangement Framework on Accountancy Services.’ In other
words, the purpose in 2009 was to encourage discussion about the full
establishment of an MRA on Accountancy Services.3 Full implementation
was achieved more recently, in 2011 (Fukunaga, 2015).
To benefit from the MRA, the qualifications of the accounting
professions need primarily to meet those set by the National Accountancy
Body (NAB) of each member country. In Thailand, the NAB is known as
the Federation of Accounting Professions (FAP) (Federation of Accounting
Professions, 2014a). Hence, the qualifications that have been established
by one NAB will also be set in the NAB of the other participating countries (ASEAN Secretariat, 2003)4 Clearly, in the process of establishing a
‘knowledge-based economy’ for the ASEAN Community, a lack of programs to teach these mutually-agreed skills is a great disadvantage.

2

Main Stakeholders: The key people involved in vocational education, including OVEC,
vocational colleges and the private sector are the main stakeholders. OVEC is the decision and
policy-making body of the vocational education stream. The vocational colleges are the real
setting where policy and decisions made by OVEC are being implemented. The private sector
includes companies that developed the accounting software with OVEC and are seeking to hire
the accounting students.
3
The ASEAN MRA Framework on Accountancy Services was signed in Cha-am, Thailand, on
26 February 2009, while in 2011 the MRA was fully established as the ‘MRA on Accountancy
Services’ (Fukunaga, 2015).
4
For more details on the qualifications, refer to the MRA on Accountancy Services under
Article III: Basis of Qualification of the Pursuant, via http://www.thaifta.com/ThaiFTA/
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2) Potential Labor Mobility of the Accounting Professions
2.1 Population Size of Accounting Professions in ASEAN
Thailand ranks first in having the highest number of accountants
in ASEAN (56,125, as shown in Table 1 below). (Considering these large
numbers, the human resources of the Thai accounting professions will go
untapped if the FAP does not take the preparation for ASEAN very seriously.) However, comparing the number of accountants to the population of the
country, it turns out that Singapore and Malaysia have higher numbers of
accountants per million people, at 5479 and 1043, respectively. According
to the same data, the CLMV countries (Cambodia, Lao PDR, Myanmar and
Vietnam) have scant numbers in their accounting professions. This is an
opportunity for ASEAN accounting professions to enter the CLMV labor
market. This makes the labor mobility of the accounting professions highly
possible (Federation of Accounting Professions, 2014a).

Source: Federation of Accounting Professions (2014a)5
Table 1: Number of Accountants in ASEAN per 1 Million (Persons)
2.2 Legitimacy of the Vocational Graduates in Accounting
To push for a competitiveness-driven market, the ASEAN single
market is ready to receive professionals, as declared in the MRA on
accounting services, that are covered under Central Product Classification
862 of the Provisional CPC of the United Nations. These services are, for
5

The data can be accessed in documents posted online by the Federation of Accounting
Professions (FAP) at http://www.fap.or.th/images/column_1413181268/AEC_Siminar_
131057.pdf
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example, accounting, auditing and bookkeeping (Federation of Accounting
Professions, 2014a). According to the requirement for FAP membership,
vocational graduates with a High Vocational Certificate can benefit from
the labor mobility only by qualifying as a bookkeeper (Federation of Accounting Professions, 2013). A bookkeeper is defined as “a person who is
responsible for the bookkeeping in accordance with the law on accounting”
(Accounting Professions Act B.E.2547, 2004, p. 1). Simply put, the vocational accounting graduates are considered legitimate to work in other
ASEAN member states only if they have successfully registered as FAP
bookkeepers.
3) Vocational Qualification Framework (VQF)
The ‘National Qualification Framework’ (NQF) was defined in the
publications of the International Labour Organization (ILO) and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) as: “An
instrument for the development and classifications according to a set of
criteria for levels of learning achievement… All qualifications frameworks,
however, establish a basis for improving the quality, accessibility, linkages
and public or labor market recognition of qualifications within a country
and internationally” (Ignjatović, Ivančič, & Svetlik, 2003; Tuck, 2007). In
other words, it is a tool used to assess levels of qualifications of the graduates based on their professional skills and competency. This is to ensure
(i) quality of education which is parallel with the training and (ii) skills and
knowledge of the graduates (Tuck, 2007).
This study will look at only the Vocational Qualification Framework (VQF), which is used to accredit the skills and competency of the
vocational graduates. Yet, the key role of VQF is replicated by the NQF.6
Currently, the commitment to the development of the Thai Qualification
Framework for Vocational Education (VQF) is progressing only in three
fields of study: (i) Industrial Technology; (ii) Service Sector – Hotel and
Restaurant, and (iii) Agriculture (Office of the Education Council, 2012).
Hence, the effort of the VQF to develop accounting has not been very
successful in spite of its potential benefit from the established MRA on Accountancy Services. Thus, the status of the VQF was covered in this study.

6
The NQF covers the whole range of varying educational systems: formal, informal and adult
education; thus, its coverage is wider than that of the VQF. The VQF is a sub-category of the
NQF (Ministry of Education, 2014; Office of the Education Council, 2012).
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Research Methodology
1) Data Collection
The study was designed as qualitative research using both primary
and secondary data and three types of data collection: (i) documentary
study, (ii) in-depth interviews and (iii) Focus Group Discussions (FGD).
Additionally, the study covers five key theme areas: policy, core curriculum,
instructor development, student development and VQF development.
2) Method and Technique of Data Analysis
2.1 Methods
(I) Documentary Study
(II) In-depth Interviews
(III) Focus Group Discussion (FGD)
2.2 Data Analysis
(I) Thematic Analysis
(II) Comparison
3) Selection of the Study Area
3.1 Research Areas
The research was based in two strategic areas: Bangkok and the
Northeast. The criteria for choosing these areas were:
(I) Bangkok: The area has the most proximity to, and contact with, OVEC
as a policy-making body.
(II) Northeast: (i) The Northeast has the highest number of vocational colleges compared to other regions: Northeast 114, Center 99, South 77, East
36, and North 67 (Information Technology and Vocational Manpower
Center, 2013). (ii) The region is the ‘Door to Indochina’ since it is attached
to Vietnam, Lao PDR and Cambodia by various transport systems (Hoyos,
1989). Also, these countries are all ASEAN members.
3.2 Research Sites
The researcher conducted a preliminary interview with OVEC
officials and accounting instructors who were introduced by the OVEC
officials, about colleges in the Northeast and Bangkok that were considered
to use ‘Best Practice’ in placing the accounting students in the labor market.
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All interviewees agreed College A in Bangkok and College B in the Northeast used ‘Best Practice’. The names of the colleges were kept confidential
so as to encourage frank and constructive criticism of OVEC as well as
their colleges’ preparation for ASEAN. These following characteristics of
the colleges made them comparable:
(I) Both colleges produced and placed a large number of
accounting students in the labor market and are well known
for their success in managing accounting education.
(II) Both colleges were large institutions and equivalent in size.
(III) Both colleges implemented a prototype of the Mini English
Program (MEP) for the accounting students to prepare for the
ASEAN labor market.
4) Sampling Selection
All interviewees were selected based on their responsibilities relevant to the key areas of the study.
Table 2: Samples in the Study
Groups
1) OVEC

2) High-Level
Administrators
3) Mid-Level
Administrators
4) Accounting
Instructors
5) Accounting
Students
6) Industrial Sector

Positions/ Areas
1.1) Chair of Committee of Vocational Education
Board
1.2) Honorary Member of Committee of Vocational
Education Board
1.3) Secretary General of OVEC
1.4) Head of Bureau of Policy and Vocational
Planning
1.5) Head of Bureau of Personnel Competency
Development
1.6) Head of Bureau of Vocational Education
Standards and Qualification
1.7) Head of Educational Supervisory Unit
1.8) Member of the Association of Vocational
Accounting Instructors
2.1) Director of College A
2.2) Director of College B
3.1) Head of Accounting Department in College A
3.2) Head of Accounting Department in College B
4.1) Full-time Accounting instructor of College A
4.2) Full-time Accounting instructor of College B
5.1) four Accounting students of College A
5.2) four Accounting students of College B
6.1) President of Crystal Software Ltd.
6.2) Deputy Managing Director of Datapro
Computer Program Co., Ltd.
Total

Persons
8

2
2
2
8
2
24
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Results and Discussion
1) The National Level:
This section responds to the first research objective which is to ‘to
identify the current status of OVEC’s preparation for ASEAN in terms of
policy, qualification framework, core curriculum, instructor development
and student development in the field of accountancy.’ Hence, this section
is divided into these five sub-categories: (i) Policy, (ii) Accounting Core
Curriculum, (iii) Instructor Development, (iv) Student Development, and
(v) VQF development.
1.1 Policy
Apart from the assessment of whether the policy responds to the
ASEAN labor market, it is also vital to explore its consistency with the
National Economic and Social Development Plan (NESDP): does it fulfill
its key role as stated in the Vocational Education Act B.E. 2551 (Office of
Vocational Education Commission, 2008)? The OVEC policy covered in
the 15-year plan B.E. 2555-2569 (2012 - 2026) was found to be in compliance with the 11th NESD Plan, which aimed to equally increase the quality and quantity of vocational education students to respond to the market
demands7 (National Economic and Social Development Board, 2012; Office of Vocational Education Commission, 2012). The OVEC 15-year policy placed considerable importance on preparation for the new ASEAN labor market, as is evident in the following two goals:
(I) Producing vocational workforces to respond to the labor
market demand
(II) Improving quality and quantity of instructors and school
personnel in the vocational education stream
1.2 Accounting Core Curriculum
To prepare for ASEAN, the curriculum of the vocational certificate
level8 was updated in B.E.2556 (2013) to maintain relevance to current
conditions. Yet, the curriculum of the high vocational certificate level9
remained unchanged from B.E. 2546 (2003). Based on the interviews, many
had no idea that this was the case, nor why the high certificate curriculum
remained outdated. Thus, it is a great worry whether the accounting students
7

The 11th NESDP aimed to increase the ratio of the vocational students to the general students
to 40:60.
8
equivalent to the high school level in the general education stream
9
equivalent to the tertiary level in the general stream
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in the high vocational certificate level, who have the highest potential to
enter the labor market, will be prepared for the new ASEAN market.
(I) ASEAN Studies in the Accounting Core Curriculum
Interestingly, the core curriculum of the vocational certificate
B.E.2556 (2013) covered two classes relevant to ASEAN as elective courses.
However, there was a complete absence of subjects relevant to ASEAN in
the core curriculum of the high vocational certificate curriculum B.E. 2546
(2003). The class descriptions are detailed below:
(i) Class: 2000-1504 ASEAN Studies -focuses on history and
development of ASEAN integration.
(ii) Class: 2000-1506 ASEAN Socio-cultural Background -focuses
on diversity of ASEAN member states from a socio-cultural
perspective.
Evidently, neither class was relevant to the accounting professions
at all. Even though the curriculum of the vocational certificate had been
updated to respond to ASEAN, both only emphasized the importance of the
socio-cultural and historical aspects of ASEAN rather than the situation
relevant to the accounting professions. In other words, neither of them
covered career-specific knowledge, only very broad knowledge of ASEAN.
(II) Mini English Program (MEP)
OVEC recently launched MEP for Vocational Accounting students
as a means to prepare them to become more competitive in the ASEAN
single market. The commitment was to encourage the accounting students
to be exposed to English communication.
Despite having the same content as the Thai curriculum, four
classes were taught in English each semester. There are currently 32 institutions that offer MEP, and next fiscal year in 2016 the number is expected
to increase to 147 institutions.10 According to the OVEC officials, this was
considered “the highlight of the preparation for ASEAN” (Personal Communication, 28/7/2015).
10

The number is based on the fiscal year budget plan for 2016: “Project List of ASEAN Preparation,” received from the Bureau of Personnel Competency Development. The entire budget
for this goal is a total of THB37,200,000.
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(III) Bachelor of Technology in Accounting
The curriculum of the Bachelor of Technology in Accounting program required the accounting students to practice their on-the-job training
directly with the companies, and thus secure jobs upon graduation. This
was the employment security strategy to respond to the more competitive
ASEAN single market.
Even though a BA degree was claimed to be acceptable to take
the examination to become a Certified Professional Accountant (CPA), the
students with the Bachelor of Technology Program in Accounting (B.Tech)
were not eligible to do so, since this curriculum was not certified by FAP.
Thus, the graduates would only be eligible to become bookkeepers regardless of the BA degree curriculum. It is interesting that this BA curriculum
was declared to be one of the preparations for ASEAN but there are very
few differences from the vocational or high certificate level of education.
1.3 Instructor Development
(I) Instructor Training Sessions held by OVEC:
OVEC held annual instructor seminars and training sessions. The
number of instructors varied in each fiscal year but there was no attempt to
specifically train accounting instructors for ASEAN. The training sessions
focused on English and ASEAN knowledge. After the training, instructors
were also encouraged to take standardized English tests such as TOEIC.11
However, in instructor development OVEC put its first priority on building
incentives to attract younger generations of instructors.
“Apart from the inadequate number of instructors, we are also in
a transition period from older generations of instructors to younger generations, especially when Thailand is an aging society. Our priority now is to
maintain the current instructors even though they are retirees, and collaborate with the private sector as they have subject-matter experts that can be
our specialists after they retire” (Personal Communication, 14/8/2015).

11

English standardized tests which are accepted in Thai institutions provided by Educational
Testing Service (ETS). More information: https://toeicrts.ets.org/WebRegistration/toeic/StartPage.html
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(II) Instructor Training by the Association of Vocational Accounting
Instructors
OVEC decentralized the responsibility for instructor training sessions to the Association of Vocational Accounting Instructors to let them
oversee their own situation and issues, while OVEC provided support in
terms of funding and facilities. In each fiscal year, an estimated 100012
accounting instructors got trained in English, in standards of accounting, in
teaching methodology and in ASEAN awareness.
“We created an association for them to oversee their own issues
and come up with their own strategies because sometimes we as the central
body will not be able to understand, so we listen to their needs” (Personal
Communication, 28/7/2015).
1.4 Student Development
(I) Co-Created Accounting Competition with the Private Sector
SmartBiz is the online competition platform that OVEC co-created,
together with the private sector Crystal Soft Company Ltd.13 and Data
Program Computer Software. This focused on helping make accounting
skills and ICT knowledge more relevant to the market. However, collaboration in the competition with the vocational organizations of other ASEAN
member countries has not yet been established.
(II) ASEAN Background Knowledge
OVEC annually held an ASEAN camp for vocational students
from all ASEAN member countries to enjoy cultural and vocational exchanges. However, the camp had a limited quota of students14 and generally
was arranged without emphasis on any profession.

12

This number was roughly estimated by the head of the Association of Vocational Accounting
Instructors during personal communication on 10/8/2015
13
The program is developed by the Crystal Soft Company Ltd., which is a Thai Medium-Size
Enterprise. Find more information at: http://www.crystalsoftwaregroup.com/
14
The camp generally offered around 100-200 seats a year.
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1.5 VQF Development
Currently the VQF in accounting was not yet been developed as
a tool to assess the accounting students’ qualification levels. The OVEC
officials explained the reasons regarding the delayed VQF development as
follows:
(I) Unnecessary Development
Although they agreed that a competency-based recruitment and
pay system should be put in place rather than a degree-based system, a number of the OVEC officials viewed the VQF development as unnecessary.
This attitude is presented below.
“We do not need to have a common ground to accredit the graduates’ skills and competency because each industry has its own preferences
– some focus on this particular sets of skills while others might not share the
same demand” (Personal Communication, 14/8/2015).
When asked what is currently the mechanism used to measure the
students’ competency, the OVEC officials perceived it was already efficient
and adequate that the vocational graduates competed in the labor market
using only their college certificates.
(II) No Initiation
The bureaucratic structure delayed the VQF development in accountancy services. OVEC did not initiate the VQF development since there
was a lack of initiation from FAP. According to the OVEC officials, “OVEC
could not go there and say we want to do this unless FAP determines to do
so” (Personal Communication, 25/7/2015). That is to say, a sense of hierarchy within the bureaucratic system obstructed the development of the VQF
in accounting.
“It is impossible for them to reach us while we do not have anyone
from OVEC here to go see and discuss with them” (Personal Communication, 10/8/2015).
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(III) Limited Role of TPQI
Since TPQI was founded as a public organization, it is free from
being a governmental office or state enterprise and the bureaucratic control
system.15 The TPQI’s main mission is to connect the public sector and
private sector to develop a competency-based qualification framework of
each profession, in order to respond to the ASEAN single market. However,
due to its lack of subject-matter experts, it was little more than a symbolic
organization.
“The development of VQ needs close collaboration between FAP,
OVEC and TPQI, because in TPQI there are no subject-matter experts or
accounting professionals sitting in the office” (Personal Communication,
10/7/2015).
2) The Institutional Level
This section responds to the second research objective, which
is to ‘identify whether the current status and challenges of Best Practice
Vocational colleges in preparing accounting students for ASEAN in terms
of core curriculum, instructor development and student development are
location-based or system-made.’ Hence, this section is divided into three
sub-categories: (i) the current status of the preparation for ASEAN in Colleges A and B; (ii) the challenges of the preparation for ASEAN faced in
Colleges A and B and (iii) implications from the comparison of the current
status and challenges in Colleges A and B. It is vital to keep in mind that
College A is located in Bangkok while College B is located in the Northeast.
2.1 Current Status of the preparation for ASEAN in Colleges A and B
(I) Accounting Curriculum
a. College A implemented the MEP curriculum for the accounting
students at the level of high vocational certificate16 because the students at
this level were most likely to enter the labor market upon graduation. The
curriculum aimed to equip them with English communicative skills in the
accounting profession since English was considered economically rewarding
for future ASEAN workers.
15

A definition of ‘public organization’ from the Office for National Education Standards and
Quality Assessment (ONESQA) Thailand. Details at: http://www.onesqa.or.th/en/profile/973/
16
equivalent to the tertiary level in the general stream
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b. The same curriculum was implemented in College B but at the level
of vocational certificate.17 The reason was that they lacked the accounting
instructors who were capable to teach accounting at the high vocational
level in English.
c. Both Colleges implemented the curriculum of Bachelor’s Degree
of Technology in Accounting to directly match the students’ skills and competence to the market demand. The students were required to be trained in
a company for one academic year. Hence, this facilitated their direct transition to the job market after their graduation. The strategy was perceived as
a way to secure the accounting students’ employment in the face of a highly
competitive ASEAN single market.
d. Neither college added anything to the accounting curriculum.
They implemented the accounting core curriculum without any effort to
add ASEAN-relevant subjects. Thus, there remained only the previouslymentioned two ASEAN-relevant courses: ASEAN History and ASEAN
Socio-cultural Background.
(II) Instructor Development
a. Both colleges held English training after work for the accounting
instructors since the new MEP curriculum required them to teach accounting in English.
b. The accounting instructors in both colleges were continually trained
in the industrial sector so as to keep their skills and competency updated and
matched with current trends of market demand.
c. Apart from these, the accounting instructors were occasionally trained by the Association of Vocational Accounting Instructors on
English communicative skills and new teaching methods. Yet, the training
sessions were all short-term.
(III) Student Development
a. In both colleges, the accounting students did opt to take the new
curriculums: MEP and Bachelor of Technology in Accounting, to prepare
for ASEAN.
b. Apart from taking the new curriculums, the students in both colleges
were trained to use SmartBiz, the online accounting program, to do accounting.

17

equivalent to the high school level in the general stream
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c. The accounting students were also invited to participate in the
ASEAN camp held by OVEC, so they could experience cultural exchange
with other ASEAN vocational students.
2.2 Challenges of the preparation for ASEAN faced in Colleges A and B
(I) Curriculum
a. Both colleges implemented the core curriculum developed by
OVEC’s Supervisory Unit without any change in the content. As a result,
the curriculum of the high vocational certificate B.E.2546 (2003) remained
intact with a total absence of any ASEAN-relevant subjects.
b. Linked to the previous point, the ASEAN-relevant courses (ASEAN
History and ASEAN Socio-cultural Background), did not focus on the situation of the accounting professions in ASEAN, but rather covered a broader
knowledge.
c. Both colleges faced the problem of not having any model to refer
to for efficient education management. They both were not able to stay
clear on their goals, especially the MEP curriculum which lacked a concrete
guideline.
d. Both colleges implemented the Bachelor of Technology in Accounting. However, their students were not eligible to take the examination to
become Certified Public Accountants even though they had received the
Bachelor’s degree upon graduation. This was because the curriculum remained unrecognized by the FAP.18
(II) Instructor Development19
a. The issue of the accounting instructors not being confident to teach
accounting in English was brought up by the interviewees in both colleges.
This resulted from the immediate policy directive from OVEC for both colleges to implement the MEP curriculum. The accounting instructors were
not trained well enough beforehand prior to the launch of the MEP curriculum in the colleges.
b. Both colleges regarded the situation of having an older generation
of instructors as a challenge to prepare for ASEAN. These instructors were
not expected to be efficient users of English and ICT skills.
c. Both colleges had a shortage of accounting instructors.
18

FAP certified only the Bachelor’s Degree in Accounting but not the Bachelor of Technology
in Accounting.
19
The study found that there were points mentioned only by College B as shown in Table 6
below. However, the points raised by personnel in both colleges were the same, especially the
major challenges that hindered their preparation for ASEAN.
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d. The training sessions provided to the accounting instructors,
whether by the colleges or by OVEC, were very short. Thus, they did not
have any long-lasting impact on the instructors’ skills and competence.
e. There were weak Monitoring and Evaluating (M&E) systems for
the preparation for ASEAN, especially implementation of the MEP and the
Bachelor’s curriculums was weak.
(III) Student Development20
a. In both colleges, there was a lack of motivation to prepare for
ASEAN among the accounting students because their limited capacity in
English communicative skills reduced their chances to work in other
ASEAN countries.
b. The number of accounting students per instructor was far too high,
thus hindering teaching quality in both colleges.
c. Both colleges perceived that the students’ family backgrounds
contributed to the lack of motivation to prepare for ASEAN. According to
the interviewees, the parents thought of English preparation as insignificant
to their children’s employability.
d. In neither college were the students guided on their career pathway
before they accessed the labor market. A homeroom class was used as only
an opportunity to lessen any potential conflict that might happen among the
students.
e. In both colleges, the accounting students had very limited ASEAN
experience. According to the students, only a few in College A in Bangkok
could participate in the ASEAN camp held by OVEC, while none in College
B in the Northeast had such experience.
2.3 Implications from the Comparison of the Current Status and Challenges
in Colleges A and B
Based on the comparison, the challenges found in both colleges
were not location-based. In other words, the challenges faced by both colleges were system-made since none of the points darraised by the interviewees were the consequences of the location or unique contexts of the
particular colleges. Although some points emerged only from the interviews
in College B, the majority of the challenges that the personnel from both
colleges raised matched. Hence, the comparison of the current status and
challenges of the preparation for ASEAN in College A in Bangkok and
20

Please refer to Footnote 23.[FN 21 highest number]
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College B in the Northeast was evidence-based and a fair confirmation that
the constructive criticisms of OVEC’s operational system were appropriate.
3) The Market Level
This section studies the market’s perceptions of OVEC’s operational
system. Since the vocational education stream’s claimed advantage is to
match the educational output to the labour market demand, the market is
counted as one of the main stakeholders in the stream.
3.1 Publicity
There was still a lack of attention to communication between the
industrial sector and OVEC. This, in turn, led to employability challenges
to the students upon graduation. The accounting students were preferred
second to those from general education, regardless of the positions offered.
When asked, the company revealed that it was due to the lack of acknowledgement of the vocational education.
“It has been a traditional thing for us to hire BA graduates… If possible we want to know more about the vocational education because…some
particular positions do not necessarily need the knowledge of the bachelor’s
degree” (Data Pro Computer System, 29/7/2015).
3.2 Outdated Curriculum
Interestingly, the market revealed that the aim of the accounting
core-curriculum of vocational education was to produce bookkeepers as one
of the accounting professions. Nevertheless, they perceived that the bookkeeping career was not in high demand by the industry anymore.
“If they keep studying what they are studying now, they can only
become bookkeepers. The curriculum needs to do more than that to keep
the students’ skills and knowledge relevant to the market demand” (Crystal
Software, 7/8/2015).
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Conclusions and Recommendation
1) Conclusion
To conclude the study, this section will revisit the research objectives
as follows:
(I) To identify the current status of OVEC’s preparation for ASEAN in
terms of policy, qualification framework, core curriculum, instructor
development and student development in the field of accountancy.
a. Policy: The OVEC 15-year policy put preparation for ASEAN
as its priority by enhancing the quality and quantity of vocational personnel.
b. Accounting core curriculum: The accounting core curriculum at
the vocational certificate level21 was updated recently in 2013 while at the
high vocational certificate level22 it remained as in 2003. Yet, when looking into it, the ASEAN Studies that were covered in the vocational certificate core curriculum focused broadly on ASEAN history and socio-cultural
background. Two new curriculums were launched to prepare the accounting
students for ASEAN: MEP and Bachelor of Technology in Accounting.
c. Instructor Development: The accounting instructors were trained
in the short-term training sessions held by OVEC. The sessions were focused on English, ICT and teaching methods.
d. Student Development: The accounting students were invited
to participate in the ASEAN camp, which was held annually for a while.
This allowed the students to gain ASEAN experience. Also, the accounting
students were trained to use SmartBiz, the online accounting program, to
enhance their accounting skills.
e. VQF Development: The status of VQF development was delayed because (i) OVEC did not think VQF was necessary; (ii) there was
no initiation from FAP and (iii) without close collaboration from FAP, the
TPQI could not develop the VQF on its own due to its limited capacity as
merely a symbolic organization.
(II) To identify whether the current status and challenges of Best Practice
Vocational colleges in preparing accounting students for ASEAN in terms
of core curriculum, instructor development and student development are
location-based or system-made.

21
22

equivalent to the high school level in the general stream
equivalent to the tertiary level in the general stream
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a. There were no differences in the current status of preparation
for ASEAN in both College A and College B.
b. There were no differences in the challenges faced in both colleges. This makes them system-made rather than location-based.
(III) To assess the perceptions of the main stakeholders towards OVEC’s
operational system; in particular whether it is adequately preparing the
accounting students for ASEAN.
Based on the ‘Factors that Lead to Successful Implementation,’ the
main stakeholders perceived that currently OVEC was not adequately preparing for ASEAN. Even though the OVEC 15-year policy clearly put the
preparation for ASEAN as its priority, it did not reflect that in the situation
on the ground, given that there were major challenges that hindered success
in all of the factors.
2) Recommendations
This section will suggest that OVEC prepare for ASEAN in the five key
areas as follows:
(I) Policy:
OVEC is recommended to make it a priority to build in incentives to
attract younger instructors into the stream.
OVEC should develop a close collaboration and interaction with the
industrial sector. This will also enhance its publicity. Especially, the
interaction should help OVEC keep abreast of the ASEAN industrial
sector.
(II) Accounting Core curriculum:
The core curriculum should be reviewed and updated on a regular
basis. Such curriculum should be co-created with the ASEAN industri
al sector, making the curriculum ASEAN-centric rather than Thaicentric.
(III) Instructor Development:
The training sessions for the accounting instructors should be both
short-term and long-term, on a regular basis. Content of the training
sessions should be increased to focus on the current situation of the
accounting professions in ASEAN member states, and not limited to
English training.
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(IV) Student Development
The accounting students should be trained beyond just English and
ASEAN general knowledge. They should be trained to see their career
path in the ASEAN single market by equipping them with appropriate
knowledge of the varying systems of accounting regulations and taxation among the ASEAN member states.
(V) VQF Development
Close collaboration between OVEC, FAP and TPQI needs to be
enhanced to successfully develop the VQF, the competency-based
qualification assessment, so the market will know more about the
vocational graduates.
The VQF should be used as a tool for the vocational graduates to gain
more publicity and to compete with others based on their level of
professional qualification.
If these suggestions are accepted into OVEC’s operational system,
the preparation of prospective accounting professions for ASEAN in the
Thai vocational education stream will be far more meaningful.
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Myanmar Garment Industry after 2012: Trade and
Industrial Relations in Yangon Industrial Zones
Soe Sandar Oo1
Abstract
Myanmar, recent reformed in political and economic has the
competitive advantage of cheap labor especially in labor intensive garment
sector which was started in 1989 together with the country’s policy of open
market oriented economy. Garment sector attracted foreign companies to
invest in Myanmar and became one of the major export sector employed
millions of workers after the enactment of Foreign Investment Law in
November 1988. In 2003, United State (US) blocked exports from Myanmar
due to bad record of human rights and democracy. Since then, the industry
began to get affect of sanctions gradually in particular falling export and
unemployment. In 2012, after transforming Myanmar towards democratic
country by 2010 election, US released its imported ban on Myanmar-made
products. The EU reinstated the generalized specific preference (GSP).
This study will look at the situation of Myanmar Garment Industry
after sanction released in 2012 within the concept of industrial relations
about how the government shape the political economic of the export oriented economy in accordance with the political opportunities like GSP, how
labor unions protect labor rights and how employers perform to improve
garment trade and to understand the situation of trade and industrial relations in industrial zone focus on the Hlaing Thar Yar industrial zone where
most of the garment factories situated.
This thesis shows the development of labor organization who are
working towards increasing trade and improving labor rights in Myanmar. It
also sees the corporation of government in negotiating between employees
and employers by rules of law and legitimacy aspect towards good industrial
relations practice.
Keywords: Industrial Relations, Trade, Labor Rights, Garment Industry
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Introduction
In 2012, after Myanmar moved convincingly towards democracy
with its 2010 election, the US suspended its import ban on Myanmar-made
products, and the EU reinstated its Generalized Specific Preference (GSP)
in July 2013. These opportunities attracted foreign companies to invest in
the Myanmar garment sector, and it became a major export sector, employing thousands of workers after the enactment of Myanmar’s Foreign Investment Law in November, 2012. The growing labor costs in neighboring Chin
a and Thailand also gave the Myanmar garment sector increased appeal to
investors with its relatively cheap labor. Currently, most of the factories
are owned by China, (South) Korea, and Japan. These companies mostly
export to Japan, (South) Korea, China and Malaysia. They use cutting, making and processing (CMP) systems that permit joint ventures (JV) or 100%
foreign-owned companies. Japan is the major buyer of Myanmar garment
products, even after US sanction were suspended and the EU’s GSP preferences were reinstated. Garment industries employed around 200,000 to
250,000 workers in 2015.
Most of the 386 garment factories in Myanmar are situated in
Hlaing Thar Yar Industrial Zone, one of the largest of 29 industrial zones
in Yangon, and the remaining factories are in Bago, Pathein, Mandalay and
Pha-An. Most of the industries in these zones are in fact part of the garment
sector, as can also be seen in Thilawa Special Economic Zone, situated near
Yangon. The Special Economic Zone (SEZ) Law was enacted in 2011. The
newly formed Ministry of National Planning and Economic Development
is the primary manager of the Myanmar manufacturing sector. In order to
upgrade the Myanmar economic system, the banking sector was reformed
in 2012, and for the first time there was discussion about budget distribution to the banking sector in parliament. Government revised the Foreign
Investment Law of 1988 into the Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) Law of
20122. Since then, Myanmar has been transforming both the political and
economic systems. It has tried to open up the economy, focusing on the
Special Economic Zones which have great potential as employment opportunities (Kaufman, 2002). Meanwhile, Myanmar also saw the sanctions
ended by the US and EU in 2012, and obtained Generalized Specific Preferences (GSP) from the EU in 2013. Thus, the international economic environment has supported the state interest in expanding the labor-intensive
manufacturing industries, especially the garment sector.
2
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Along with the increasing number of garment factories in the industrial zones, garment sector exports also were increasing year by year.
MGMA expected about $1700 million in exports in 2014. However, the
ongoing labor strikes in several industrial zones also increased since 2012
and still have not been settled. Laborers are asking for decent working conditions and a minimum wage3. In general, there is a lack of direct discussions between employees and employers about labor rights and freedoms,
particularly in the industrial zones. This paper looks at the possibility of
labor rights and labor protection as factors to increase overall trade. International buyers prefer products from countries which comply with international standards of human rights and social protection. The International Labor Organization (ILO) checked the state of freedom of association,
child labor and forced labor in Myanmar, and this helped to open political
opportunities like the US suspending its sanctions and the EU’s GSP. The
ILO also worked with the Myanmar government on the practice of good
industrial relations between stakeholders. Thus, when the employee and
employer make legally-documented agreements, this can avoid industrial
strikes and improve productivity to meet the demands of international
investors for such labor standards. Thus this paper argues that Myanmar can
increase trade and improve productivity by accelerating labor rights protection through best practices in industrial relations.
In particular, the paper will examine the development of the garment sector in industrial zones. It will also focus on the industrial relations
and labor protection in this sector. After introducing the timeline of garment sector development in Myanmar, it will then focus on the relationship
between stakeholders, government and labor, as well as government and
business. And it will see political opportunity in social and cultural aspects
of labor relations. It will conclude by showing how good industrial relations
and protecting workers can play such an important role in increasing Myanmar’s trade.
National Labor Rights
The level of labor rights in Myanmar is mostly found in the Labor
Organization Law (LOL) (Dupuis, 2002). This 2011 law permits the exercise of freedom of association, and the 2012 Settlement of Labor Disputes
Law provides for dispute resolution institutions and mechanisms (Kaufman,
2002). There are about 17 items related to the protection of labor rights in
3
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LOL 2012. According to these laws, labor organizations have the right to
send representatives to a Conciliation Body in settling a dispute between the
employer and the worker.4 Similarly, they have the right to send representatives to Conciliation Tribunals formed with the representatives from the
various levels of labor organizations.
Representatives of labor organizations have the right to attend and
participate (ILO, 2013) in discussions with the government, the employer
and the complaining workers in cases dealing with worker’s rights or
interests as per the labor laws.5 They can also participate in collective
bargaining,6 and have the right to strike, but only with certain stipulations.
The employer has also the right to lock-out.7
The Myanmar government plans to amend some labor laws and
cooperate with the ILO to bring the 2012 Labor Organization Law in line
with ASEAN labor standards. Since multi- national companies and foreign
direct investors are sensitive about labor standards, government and owners
trying to build good relationships with labor organizations are approaching
good industrial practices. International trade and international financing are
essential partners for governments promoting economic development and
GDP growth.
Human Resource Factors of the Labor Force
U Naing Win Aung is the owner of Tek Nay Win Ne garment factory
from Hlaing Thar Yar Industrial Zone. He said that industries pay more
attention to the development of labor, which is the only way to solve the
shortage of skilled labor. Investments in new industries come together with
CSR activity which encourages vocational training and scholarship opportunities for the workers who graduate. Thus the investors in industries
establish human development in their own way, but the workers are required
to come back to work after they have been trained. However, other workers
want to relax on free time rather than going to training (Win, 2013). The
vocational training should be long-term and on-the-job training so that it
can save time and be more effective. The owner can see his/her workers
through on job training and can decide which position is suitable for them.
4
5
6
7

Section 19, Labor Organization Law, Myanmar
Section 20, Labor Organization Law, Myanmar
Section 21, Labor Organization Law, Myanmar
Sections 36, 37, 38, Right to Lock-Out and Right to Strike, Labor Organization Law, Myanmar
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Some factories give training to workers about one month before
they actually start working. They give support for the workers’ food and
transportation. Actually, they should also support a small amount of salary
as motivation as well.
The chairman said that when everything is linked through globalization, it’s not the same as 30 years ago, and the nature of work and the
value chain have changed. To prepare for ASEAN integration, training is
essential, he said. Some workers that have high school education can be
trained, but most of them cannot complete the training. The workers from
Hlaing Thar Yar Industrial Zone said that the basic laborers can rarely
complete the overseas training or workshop because with their education
they cannot keep up. And they have difficulty keeping up at work, since most
of the factories practice the CMP system, which is assembly line work.
Minimum Wage
Data on wage structure in Myanmar is not reliable since the rules
and regulation about minimum wage and wage structure are still in the process stage. Government collects the data of households and other income
situations to calculate the minimum wage that a citizen can live on with
dignity.
In 2013 a survey was conducted in 108 townships by a national
committee comprising governmental officials and representatives from employees and employers. The survey included information on daily expenses
of families, sizes of families, regional price indexes for basic commodities
and income, as well as the occupations of able-bodied family members. The
results were used to calculate a Myanmar poverty line which is US 2$ per
day. The goal is to ensure workers are paid not only for food but also for
education, shelter and other basic human needs.
On 22 March, 2013, the Parliament passed a new Law on Minimum Wage, which also guarantees equal pay regardless of gender. Large
reserves of unemployed labor arising from Myanmar’s large population,
and a serious lack of employment creation opportunities has forced Myanmar workers to accept wages lower than even landlocked Laos (Campbell,
2013; Kent 2012). Even though the Minimum Wage Law came out in 2013,
the negotiations on implementation have taken quite a long time, with over
30 meetings. Government targeted to fix the amount of minimum wage by
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2015 (Myint, 2012).
The minimum wage structure is based on eight hours per day and
monthly pay is based on 30 days. The official minimum wage would not include bonuses, cost-of-living allowances and overtime fees. Some business
people do not want a minimum wage, especially those from the garment
industry, which has been the sector most resistant to a reasonable minimum
wage.
Pyithu Hluttaw Speaker Thura U Shwe Mann suggested in April
2015, at one of the minimum wage discussion meetings, that both employers
and workers consider the daily wage level of 3,000 kyats for government
employees set by the Ministry of Finance and Revenue as a “standard” for
setting the minimum wage level for workers.
A workers’ representative on the tripartite National Committee on
Minimum Wage said workers’ organizations are demanding about 4,000
kyats (about US$4) for an 8-hour work day, excluding welfare benefits,
overtime and bonus payments. Workers’ organizations were demanding a
minimum wage on par with civil servants, whose recent modest pay rise
was seen to be pushing up the cost of living for workers. Employers
demanded a 1,500 kyat minimum wage for an 8-hour work day, due to the
labor-intense production process in the sector. Owners of other types of
factories, such as wood-processing factories, were willing to accept a minimum wage of 3,000 kyats per day.
Conclusion
In fact, the Myanmar garment sector has great expectations for
its future development even ahead of ASEAN integration. Thus industrial
relations are even more vitally important in this industry to set the trend of
trade improvement by protecting labor rights.
However, the industries, stakeholders and government still need to
prioritize more the protection of labor rights, since Myanmar still lacks such
basic labor rights as minimum wage and decent working conditions. Some
factory owners have fired the labor association leaders citing absence from
duties during association activities.
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On the other hand the union leaders still need to build up their
negotiation skills to avoid industrial strikes that reduce productivity. Government should also increase cooperation with international institutions to
accelerate the human development of unions, protect labor rights and
increase GDP through encouraging good industrial relations practice in the
country.
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The South China Sea Disputes: Implications for ASEAN
Jim Placzek1
ABSTRACT
China’s approach to the maritime territorial disputes has dual foci:
one on the very aggressive S. China Sea takeover, a disaster for some ASEAN countries (and for ASEAN, as I argue in this paper), and one on sharing
long-term economic development and prosperity with ASEAN according to
their “New Maritime Silk Route” theme, a win-win project for everyone.
Thus it is important for China diplomatically to separate these two
efforts. They have been pursuing this separation with considerable success:
- declaring Vietnam’s and the Philippines’ efforts to be
“internal matters”
- working to keep references to the S. China Sea out of ASEAN
statements
- working to isolate Vietnam and the Philippines from other
maritime ASEAN members, namely Malaysia, Brunei and
Indonesia, and from other sympathetic ASEAN members.
The paper recommends that ASEAN can best deal with China on
the South China Sea by working to unify itself through structural changes
and continuing to build an ASEAN identity among its population. China
will always be a dominant neighbour but it can only treat a unified ASEAN
with more respect than at present.
The much-discussed “Code of Conduct” statement on behaviour
among claimants has been irrelevant since 2015, if not since 2012.
A unified front in these disputes is not as un-ASEAN as it seems at
first glance. ASEAN diplomats are competent, and experienced in dealing
with great powers, after decades of setting the agenda for annual meetings
of all the world powers.
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Why should ASEAN revert to this “deference to the great powers”
attitude? This is simply relapsing 50 years to the situation when ASEAN
was founded. But ASEAN was founded to develop a regional voice to the
great powers. It has evolved considerably (though painfully slowly) since
that time, and as noted, ASEAN diplomats work as equals with all the world
powers now.
Today ASEAN is regularly divided according to China’s needs and
strategies, and it will never really be a full partner until it shows that it has
its own priorities, needs and agenda, but is willing to adjust and negotiate as
an equal partner. The first step is solidarity with Vietnam, the Philippines,
Malaysia, Brunei and Indonesia in their direct conflicts with China.
The paper concludes with a discussion of how realistic all this is,
and how long it will be until such a diplomatic posture could become a
reality. In fact it is necessary for the next generation in ASEAN to think
about these things now.
There is also an epilogue on recent developments: since ASEAN
has failed completely to deter China, other major powers are considering
taking some action. No matter what action they take, they will derive greater
legitimacy from the valid legal claims of ASEAN states. Thus the states
should not sign these rights away in one-sided bilateral negotiations. The
July 12 2016 decision of the UNCLOS Permanent Arbitration Court simply
reinforces this fact, and makes it more difficult for China to proceed using a
cloud of vague and purposely unspecified claims.
In the event of a prolonged standoff, ASEAN could play a major
part in setting up a program of shared resource management with freedom
of navigation by international guarantee.
INTRODUCTION
"China is a big country and other countries are small countries, and that's just a fact."
- Chinese Foreign Minister Yang Jiechi, at 2010 ASEAN Ministers Conference in Hanoi,
Wikipedia at https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yang_Jiechi
“The big, strong and rich should not bully the small, weak, and poor.”
- Chinese President Xi Jinping at the UN. Bangkok Post, 30 Sept. 2015, p.7
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For the past several decades, China’s claims in the South China
Sea (that’s the English name. Vietnamese call it the “Vietnam Sea” and the
Philippines calls it the “West Philippine Sea.”) were considered a joke since
they were so unsupported and so extravagant. As China has developed its
economy and its navy (still at an early stage but rapidly expanding), it has
moved to occupy reefs, rocks and underwater formations, and during the
years 2013 to 2015 has, with increasing rapidity, built up seven large artificial islands and has begun to expel fishermen and other ASEAN citizens
who have used these areas for centuries. In this paper, the South China Sea
will be referred to as “The Sea.”
China’s rhetoric has been that these are its sacred core territories
and their ownership is “indisputable”, even though as late as the 1930s they
had no idea that the Spratlys were different from the Paracells (Nery, 2014),
and as late as the 1940s they were still relying on European maps and had
no idea if a claimed place was an island or a rock or a reef or some deep
underwater formation (Hayton 2012). The infamous “nine-dash line” is kept
purposely vague and indefinite and has no legal value whatsoever, but Chinese sovereignty is claimed to be absolute.
Now that China has the naval muscle to build and defend its artificial islands there is no joke. China’s view and ambition is much larger than
The Sea, but it needs this maritime area on its coast for its larger goals of
global hegemony. In a section below I have listed China’s motives in this
regard.
Most writing about China these days is focused on its relationship with the US. Although I would like to remain focused on ASEAN, it
is necessary to get some understanding of China’s global view in order to
understand China’s ultimate goals and why control of almost all of The Sea
is essential. In a nutshell, The Sea is China’s first step in its plan of global
expansion, and it is willing, it appears, to withstand world criticism for
ignoring international law, unsubstantiated claims and outright bullying in
order to get this first position established. Mainly it has been a waiting game
of making claims and when the moment is right and China has the constructive and military wherewithal, or simply a strategic opportunity, it moves to
expand further and further into The Sea.
Therefore, in this conflict with the US, ASEAN is simply collateral
damage.
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Two further background points need to be made. One is that in
what follows I will assume that the US will not be directly involved. China
calculates carefully not to force the US into taking action, at least not until
China is militarily prepared for that day.
However, since the US has found ASEAN (once again) impotent
to manage the crisis, it is prepared to take some limited action to preserve
its own interest, which boils down to right-of-passage for military ships
and aircraft, as long as they are not involved in any actual military action.
In the US lexicon, spying and surveillance do not count as military action.
For now I will continue to assume the US will not be a direct player. If it is
accidentally drawn in, it will be a genuine disaster for all involved.
The other point is that I will have to assume that the reader has
some background knowledge of the geography of the region, and some
general idea of ASEAN. Fig. 1 is a map of the disputed areas.
Figure 1: Disputed areas of the South China Sea.

Source: Wikipedia commons
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Note:

1. vagueness of the “Nine-dash Line”
2. James Shoal is the southernmost Chinese claim. It is within
80 miles of the Malaysian coast, and is deep underwater at low
tide.
3. The Nine-dash Line clearly includes a part of Indonesia’s
Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ)

SEA CHANGE 2015
Let’s begin with a contrasting set of maps showing the outline of
ASEAN as it was before the year 2015.
Figure 2. ASEAN outline before 2015: four states bordering China:
Myanmar, Laos, Vietnam, Philippines
pp

China

Adapted by author.
…and what it will look like in the near future (Fig. 3).
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Figure 3: ASEAN after 2015: seven states bordering China: Myanmar,
Laos, Vietnam, Philippines, Malaysia, Brunei, Indonesia

Figures 2 and 3 are only rough outlines but they clearly illustrate
the dramatic and sudden changes that happened in 2015. So far I have found
only one scholar who has looked at ASEAN in this purely geographical way
before: Carlyle Thayer (2015) talks of how “China is slowly and deliberately
excising the maritime heart out of Southeast Asia.” Figure 3 is the reality of
the coming decade as China gradually occupies what it has claimed.
The Philippines has been embroiled in territorial disputes with
China for decades. Vietnam has been in a similar ongoing conflict for millennia. As part of China’s strategy it has not threatened Brunei, Malaysia or
Indonesia very much during the past 20 years or so (although confrontations
with both Indonesia and Malaysia are on the rise recently). No one would
imagine that once the Philippines and Vietnam are neutralized or dislodged
from their holdings in The Sea that Malaysia, Brunei and Indonesia will
continue to experience only low level of Chinese incursions into their territorial waters. The current government in China does not immediately need
their territory, but a future government and generation of Chinese, having
been taught extreme nationalist ideas in school, will only be puzzled as to
why China does not enforce its “border” down into Indonesia.
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The case of Indonesia is instructive. Since Indonesia is not a claimant to
the Paracels or the Spratlys, it is usually ignored in writing about The Sea.
Although Indonesia is technically not a “claimant” it is under exactly the
same kind of pressure from China as all the other littoral states (see Bowring, 2014).
CHINA’S PERSPECTIVE AND MOTIVES
As a non-elected body, China’s government needs to make efforts
to maintain its legitimacy. In recent years legitimacy has tended to be based
on nationalist sentiment and on economic development. To take the latter
first, as long as they delivered on an amazing economic expansion and
rising standard of living, their position is not questioned. Nowadays,
although the Chinese economy is still gigantic, it no longer is experiencing
breakneck growth, and both the currency and the stock market are stumbling. The government is working to make a “soft landing” from the breathtaking expansion of former years. There is also a problem of the hundreds
of millions who have not shared in the great expansion, the majority of the
rural people.
The Chinese government has also positioned itself as the defender
of the nation and especially as the first agent of historical redress, especially
for the past century of harsh treatment by the West and its own revolutionary
throes. The vow today is that the current government will never allow the
humiliation of the nation as has happened in the past.
Legitimacy of the Chinese Communist Party depends
very heavily upon its ability to deliver certain tangible
and intangible goods to the Chinese people. It also
depends upon an aura of benevolent infallibility—hence
Xi Jinping’s anti-corruption campaign, intolerance of
criticism and dissent, internet censorship, and various
earnest if artless pro-regime propaganda campaigns
(Welch, 2015).
Chinese history and school texts seem to have an overwhelming
sense of historic wrong. A series of great injustices had been done to the
nation, and justice has yet to be secured. The Chinese sense of outrage is
carefully maintained by official political lines, popular films and school
texts. In this way, the sense of historical wrong plays into the careful stoking
of nationalist fires, to be sparked into riotous popular actions when required,
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but (at least so far) quickly quenched when no longer needed. As Michael J.
Cole (2016) has noted, the “victimization narrative” guides decision-making in China, and polls have shown up to 83% of the people see the issues
in The Sea as just continuing the “century of humiliation.”
This certainly applies to the current stage in which “tourist” excursions to the seized and constructed islands of The Sea are being arranged,
although the “tourists” are going not for pleasure or relaxation, but for
nationalist fervour.
The sense of outrage, of course, comes from the colonial period
when the Qing government was forced by consortia of European powers to
change its laws and to surrender territory (such as Hong Kong) and governance (such as “international” sections of major port cities).
World War II was also humiliating for China as Japan, which only
decades before had made the decision to industrialize, invaded and took
control of large territories, and The Sea became a “Japanese lake”.
Various Japanese leaders from Emperor to Prime Minister have formally
apologized, but China doubts their sincerity because they do maintain a
residual nationalist element, such as continuing to offer prayers at the
Yasukuni Shrine where convicted war criminals are buried.
The other great humiliator is the US, for decades of cold war
anti-communist policy and rhetoric. China sees its current coast as under
“containment” by the US, its powerful navy, and its client states, especially
Japan, but also Taiwan, South Korea, and the Philippines. Curiously,
Vietnam is gradually edging into this group, mostly as a result of past direct
Chinese invasions of Vietnamese-occupied islands in The Sea, and especially
the current increase of rhetoric and threats.
As it is, China feels it has limited access to its own offshore seas,
and has to cross potentially hostile island chains to reach the open Pacific.
Even if there is no outright hostility, the US maintains fairly close surveillance of the seas in the area, partly because they are the vital lifeline bringing oil and other cargo to the “clients” noted above, and partly to maintain
its free access to all waters beyond each nation’s 12 nautical-mile national
zone. The area of free passage includes the 200 nautical-mile Exclusive
Economic Zone (EEZ). Some countries, including China, feel that the EEZ
should be out-of-bounds for military ships of all descriptions, without prior
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permission from the owner.
It is true that China is constrained by the territory of peripheral island states which are closely tied to the US. “The U.S. cannot tolerate others
challenging its global hegemony,” China’s ambassador to ASEAN Xu Bu
wrote in the Straits Times, calling Washington “dictatorial and overbearing”
(in Denyer 2016).
Another factor in China’s view of its situation is its distrust of all
international organizations, from the UN to the Asian Development Bank.
They consider such institutions to be US-controlled, or if not, at least culturally biased toward the European world view. Of course there is also some
truth to that, since the sacred notion of “rule of law” is based thoroughly
on the cultural view of the individual as the rational-acting basic unit of
society, a cultural view that is not shared by the majority of world cultures.
In recent years China has moved to set up its own development funding
institution, the AIIB (Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank), as an alternative to the Asian Development Bank, the World Bank, and the International
Monetary Fund, all heavily influenced by developed countries, especially
the US. But if China is not going to use world-accepted institutions, what
fundamental system of world organization does it favour? Their statements
seem to imply that they plan to revert to a world where might is right and big
countries have rights over small ones. They will not entertain any ASEAN
drafts of agreements which refer to UNCLOS, the UN Convention on the
Law of the Sea. In 2002 they did sign the DoC, “Declaration on Conduct
of Parties in the South China Sea” which includes recourse to the Tribunal of UNCLOS, but this is a non-binding memorandum of understanding
which has never been ratified although ASEAN has expended 14 years on
revisions, drafts, guidelines and other compromises, including 21 drafts between 2005-2011, which were all focused on the detail of whether ASEAN
nations would be allowed to consult with each other before meeting with
China (Thayer, 2012). It is clear that China has never had any intention
of signing such a document, and given their recent invasive moves, any
document on behaviour in the SC Sea is now simply irrelevant. Continued
discussions into 2016 on the “Code of Conduct” in the South China Sea can
have only symbolic value, not any real political or legal value.
China’s avowed intention to ignore and undermine the recent UNCLOS Permanent Arbitration Council decision which absolutely supported
the Philippine side, is a crucial example of this same distain for international
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law, except when it suits their argument. “China’s claim that it can legally
ignore the pending arbitral award is not only wrong, it is legally insupportable,” (Ku, 2016).
So now China has left the world of international law and entered
a different and older world where the strategic conditions of the region,
and Chinese domestic politics, will set the parameters and conditions for its
neighbours (Nankivell, 2016).
Neighbouring countries of course are concerned because their
vital oil supplies, including over half the world’s oil and gas tonnage, must
pass through The Sea (Hayton). The usual argument is that China will not
threaten such vital shipping, since it includes China’s own imports of oil.
However…
[if] the Chinese Navy becomes the custodian of nautical freedom in
these waters, most vessels, most of the time, can still sail through
them unhindered, but that is not because nations enjoy the objective
right of free access, but because they enjoy China’s subjective benevolence, which at times can be selective and arbitrary. This subtle
detail may not be important for insurance and shipping companies,
but it will have far-reaching consequences for world politics. It
means that in the regional order underwritten by China, international law must yield to Chinese policy (Vuving 2015).
As noted above, China needs access to the open ocean, both commercially and militarily. The big issue is, of course, China’s growing naval
power, especially its growing fleet of nuclear submarines. Some writers argue that these subs are the main driving force behind all China’s activities in
The Sea. They may well be, but they are certainly not the only motive, nor
the only urgent motive. Others see the reversion of Taiwan to the mainland
as the ultimate motive. In any case, China’s total control of The Sea will
deny world access to the US Navy, which then will no longer be able to send
its naval power directly to half the world through The Sea and through the
Straits of Malacca. This will in effect end residual US superpower status.
This is a Chinese goal, as it will drastically weaken the power of the “containment” group, especially Japan, although Japan itself has a very large
navy and army (self-defence forces). Ultimately this will pave the way for
China’s rise to its “natural” status as a superpower.
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The best analysis of China’s global strategies I have seen so far is
that of Alexander Vuving (2015), who shows how the usual realist motives
and the chess-game metaphor do not apply well to The Sea where the entire
game is evolving in the “grey area” between peace and war. China is not
playing chess, it is playing weiqi, “game of encirclement” known popularly
abroad as the Japanese game go. In line with Chinese traditions, the goal
is to manage the board to your advantage, and win without having to go to
war. Recitations of the strong naval and military advantage of the US over
China are irrelevant in this game, and one slip of the American side in the
use of its superior firepower would constitute an overwhelming political
victory for the Chinese side, as it simply would prove the residual US role
in ongoing national humiliation, and release a tsunami of popular reaction
in China. Net result: the assumed overpowering US military advantage is
in fact useless in this situation. Furthermore, any review of the current
situation of US society and government is enough to support China’s view
of the US (shared by many) as a spent power: “a wrecked empire whose
military power is an increasingly unsustainable tool without a clear purpose
or function in a world of networks and multilateral interdependency,” (Castells 2010).
Some writers see contemporary Chinese formalities with President
Xi as reflecting more and more of an imperial style as China settles into its
newly-declared status as world superpower (Vanderklippe 2016b).
China also needs The Sea in order to realize its “Maritime Silk
Route” vision. Such a route has been used in Southeast Asia since the beginning of recorded history, but so far it has never been under Chinese control.
Another goal motivating China is to gain access to assumed oil and
gas reserves under the sea. Littoral states such as Indonesia, Malaysia, and
of course Brunei all have abundant offshore oil sources. The Philippines has
also found sources off Palawan Island. Some surveys imply vast reserves
and this has been magnified in various media, especially in China, so that
The Sea becomes a legendary treasure. Sober experts in the region point
out that most active wells are within existing countries’ 12 mile zones, and
that there is very little promising formation in the deeper sea areas existing in the centre of the Sea. Besides this, the cost of drilling and moving
oil in deepsea locations is prohibitive (Hayton 2012: 148). Furthermore,
the actual amount of recoverable oil from the whole sea, including sources
just offshore which China has not yet claimed, would be considerable for
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a small and poor country like the Philippines, but “even if every drop and
bubble were sent to China, they would power the country’s economy for a
few years at best” (Hayton 2012: 149).
Beyond this, China will also gain control of fishing, and other sea
resources, seriously damaging the economies of its neighbours, and the
livelihood of many marginal ethnic groups who fish for a living. The Sea
is an important breeding ground for important species such as tuna, and it
needs to be safeguarded. China has banned fishing periodically in some
of the areas it controls, but while The Sea is disputed there is always an opportunity for poaching and overfishing. And a serious shortage of all types
of fish is on the horizon, as species after species become rare or extinct.
Current Chinese tactics are to use coast guard ships to escort large numbers
of Chinese fishing boats to offshore fishing grounds of Indonesia and
Malaysia, areas now called “traditional” fishing grounds of China (Nurbintoro, 2016, p.15).
China’s response to the challenge to its claims in the South China
Sea, which is says are “rooted in history,” has consequently departed
from reality, with the result that no appeal to reason, to historical
facts or ancient maritime maps, and no article of international law,
will succeed in persuading Beijing to abandon its territorial ambitions—until such a time when the costs of intransigence become
too high, at which point we risk crossing a line where clashes with
regional powers, and perhaps the United States, are increasingly
likely (Cole 2016).
General Effect upon ASEAN
China’s Specific Goals for ASEAN are
● partners to share in the development process
● a ring of compliant non-threatening perimeter states
● sources of raw materials
● sources of cheap labour
● a market for Chinese goods
Most of these are neutral in terms of ASEAN unity, and furthermore do not pose onerous threats or obligations upon ASEAN. The main
problem is how the overall feudal relationship requires ASEAN disunity in
order to function efficiently, especially in shutting down any attempt at an
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ASEAN-wide position on The Sea, even something as general as a call for
restraint in the area.
Just as the world trade system needs open access to the Sea, so
does ASEAN. Worse, as noted in the discussion of the “before and after”
maps, in the future even intra-ASEAN shipping will be insecure. This will
be an especially onerous problem for the Philippines and its intra-ASEAN
trade. This all works directly against ASEAN’s cherished notion of connectivity.A few ASEAN nations have extended fishing fleets, especially Thailand. Taiwan also has a large fleet. These businesses will end, since access
to the fishing grounds will be at China’s unlikely pleasure. Perhaps it is not
a bad thing, since many boats in Thailand’s large fishing fleets are known to
be manned by refugees sold into slavery.
Unless China succeeds in driving the Philippines and Vietnam
from all their possessions in the Sea, there will be continual conflicts, risking the outbreak of warfare. Vietnam has shown, time and time again, that
when absolutely unavoidable, it will stand up to China.
Once in full control of the Sea, China will close shipping lanes to specific
nations, whenever it is “displeased.” China would probably complain about
such an accusation, but its own record shows that any dealing with China
leaves one open to coercion. The world petroleum companies who were
active at one time off the coast of Vietnam are a good example. One by one
they were threatened with loss of contracts in China, and they left Vietnam
(Hayton 2012; Vanderklippe 2015).
The general result, therefore, is that ASEAN reverts to its original
situation in the 1950s and 60s, dealing with overbearing external powers
who will never fully respect them unless they act as a regional community,
with one voice.
China’s ongoing strategies
It has been suggested that China’s unprecedented artificial island-building peaking in 2015 was triggered by the Philippine decision to
take the case to the International Tribunal of UNCLOS (UN Convention
on the Law of the Sea). China declared it would not participate and will
not observe the tribunal decision. It has been abundantly clear that China
would not be affected by the Tribunal decision. So its frantic building exercise must have a different or deeper reason. Simply it could have just been
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using the Tribunal case as an excuse. As we have seen in the past, China
often waits until it has a specific technological skill ready to use, and then
will use it when the opportunity arises. This was an internal trigger, not an
international one.
In any case, the newly-created bases are guaranteed to increase
China’s military and civilian presence in the sea. The nearest part of the
Chinese mainland (Hainan Island), is over 1,000 miles from some of the
features claimed by China, features which now bear large harbours and
extensive airfields.
This can only increase pressure on the remaining ASEAN holdings, especially those of Vietnam and the Philippines, but also including
Brunei, Malaysia, and Indonesia. David Arase (2015b) argues that the fierce
Chinese rejection of ASEAN and international arbitration, coupled with the
repeated insistence on bilateral “negotiations” indicates a strategy aimed at
forcing the smaller claimant states to accept some kind of joint management
regime, which in the end will be used by China as evidence that the ASEAN
claimant has given up its legal rights in the disputed areas.
Arase (2015b) sees four options for the near future in the Sea:
1. ASEAN acknowledges Chinese leadership
2. East and Southeast Asia split into rival US and China camps
3. breakdown of laws, shipping agreements
4. Sino-US mutual accommodation
No. 1 is most likely, with Indonesia, Singapore (and possibly
Malaysia and Brunei) allowed some autonomy, but the Philippines losing
all of its SC Sea territory, and Vietnam losing many of its long-held islands.
No. 2 already exists in East Asia and the South China Sea nations.
China’s dramatic actions can only increase solidarity among these states
(seen most clearly between Vietnam and the Philippines) and further draw
in other concerned neighbours of China, especially India and Japan.
Nos. 2 and 3 could also co-occur with No. 1,
but No. 4 is an idea whose time is past.
Nos. 1-3 are very bad for the future of ASEAN.
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As we have seen so clearly, China’s strategy has been to delay until
they were strong enough militarily or competent technologically to make an
annexation.
A notorious example is the “Declaration on Conduct of Parties in
the South China Sea” (DOC). This document was signed 14 years ago, by
ASEAN and China. It includes reference to the use of UNCLOS and its
Tribunal. But it is non-binding, just an undertaking to produce a final and
binding document. Since the signing in 2002, China has consistently refused to work toward a final binding document. Often there is an agreement
to meet, but cancelled later. Or apparent agreements are not accepted by
higher Chinese officials. In 2012 “Guidelines” for working toward the final
agreement were developed, and these too became the object of innumerable
drafts and compromises, but all on the ASEAN side. China seems flexible at
times but always returns to its insistence on bilateral “negotiations” and no
international organizations. It seems clear that China never intended to sign
a final binding agreement, just to delay while it developed its blue-water
navy and its technological ability to create an artificial island within a few
weeks.
China now has definitely increased naval and air power. It has been
an often-repeated point made that China’s navy is a far cry from that of the
US. But what use is the US navy if it will not be used, and China calculates
carefully what can be done without forcing the Americans to act? In the
meantime Chinese naval strength is seen more often in the Sea, and China
no longer needs to recite the mantra of “peaceful rise.”
It is now common to find evidence of a stronger, more dominant
central government in China, with more aggressive actions internationally.
Welch (2015) cautions that instead of outright confidence, this may be
caused by the insecurity of depending on the use of ultra-nationalism.
Morton (2016) also gives a detailed and sympathetic review of Chinese
motives but in the end concludes that China will have to relent at least a
minimum in order for a genuine international order to be established in The
Sea.
As mentioned above, there is a quality to Chinese claims: all
policies are absolute, insistent, and relentless, designed to wear down resistance. China has mobilized its population to believe that these distant rocks,
shoals and sandbars actually are somehow part of ancient China’s sacred
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territory. The Philippines’ chief negotiator with China on the South China
Sea has expressed his exasperation when bilateral negotiations are the only
process that China will accept, and such “negotiations” always begin with
China’s assertion that its claim is “indisputable” (Bensurto 2015). Similarly, China’s offers of joint development were characterized by Tran Truong
Thuy at a 2011 conference in Manila as “What’s mine is mine, what’s yours
is mine, and we are willing to share,” ( cited in Hanney, 2014, P.124).
Tim Cheek (2015) has pointed out that there is a long tradition
in China that government representatives must make speeches to the local
people, whether the people listen or not. Such speeches are required and
expected. It is a duty of the government to “teach” the people. Some of these
endless repetitions of China’s position in The Sea may derive from this technique. If we repeat it insistently enough, and often enough, everyone will
have to accept it in the end.
Most of these strategies are neutral in terms of ASEAN unity or
disunity. But there are some cases where China’s role has been less neutral.
In particular, there is quite strong evidence that China induced Cambodia to
prevent a Final Communique at the 2012 ASEAN Foreign Minister’s Meeting in Phnom Penh. Cambodia was the rotating chair, and passed proposed
wording to the Chinese who refused it (Thayer, 2012, p.6, 7). In the end the
Cambodian Foreign Minister declared that a compromise statement could
not be made. This was the first time in ASEAN history for such a failure, but
it was repeated again in 2016 (Storey, 2016). It is apparently now acceptable
for ASEAN meetings to have no final communique.
Emphasizing ASEAN’s much-abused maxim of “non-interference
in the internal matters of member states”, China has declared the maritime
disputes to be such internal issues, and will not tolerate The Sea as a topic
in any ASEAN full meetings. In the Chinese strategy, such a meeting would
count as “interfering” in the internal matters of Vietnam and the Philippines.
Thus China declares that ASEAN has no role in the SC Sea disputes and the
only option for claimants is “negotiation” with the indisputable.
This extreme and rigid interpretation of “non-interference” is related
to China’s “Dual Strategy,” in which China’s attractive infrastructure offers
and loan projects must be rigidly separated from the maritime disputes. By
and large it has been successful in maintaining this separation.
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Considering this and the previously noted policy of dealing exclusively bilaterally with nation states, and not dealing with international
courts, or the UN, we can come to only one conclusion: that in this case
China has a declared interest in, and works for, ASEAN disunity.
The “internal affairs” argument needs more comment. It is clearly
untrue. Once China has control of the entire Sea, most internal ASEAN
shipping will be at risk. It can, and will, be disrupted any time China is “displeased.” China’s claims clearly also include the legal maritime territories
of Malaysia, Brunei and Indonesia. This includes:
◦ half of AEAN’s nations
◦ more than half of AEAN’s territory, and
◦ more than half of AEAN’s population
Clearly, this is not an “internal” issue by any stretch of the imagination.
Options for ASEAN
Chinese regional hegemony, whether of the coercive Monroe Doctrine type, or even a relatively benign one, which provides Chinese
aid, investment, and market access in return for loyalty to China in
a manner akin to the old tributary system, is bad news for ASEAN
(Acharya 2015).
Acharya (2015) summarizes literature which debates the effects of
unipolar, bipolar and multipolar systems. All of them, he concludes, would
“leave ASEAN marginalized.”
ASEAN has come close to sacrificing Vietnam and the Philippines,
but should these two members go under the bus, there is still no guarantee
for Brunei, Malaysia, or Indonesia. The latter two have had several incidents
with aggressive Chinese ships already (Nurbintoro 2016). The cultivated
neutrality of these states has changed as China becomes increasingly aggressive. For example, Malaysia joined the first ASEAN claimants’ meeting
in Manila in 2014, and has spoken forcefully on several occasions. A focus
of Chinese claims is James Shoal, only eight kilometers from the Malaysian
coast (Hanney 2014, Pp. 118, 119). As mentioned above since there will
still be disputed water next to Malaysia and Indonesia, future generations of
nationalism-hyped Chinese will insist that China’s sacred “core” territory
be “reclaimed” from these countries, even when the current strategic battle
with the US is long over.
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Therefore the only sensible thing ASEAN can do is to work for a
unified front now. But how realistic is this, given the notorious preference
for “non-interference,” and some member countries clearly placing Chinese
interests above those of ASEAN? Unfortunately ASEAN is already known
for its weak secretariat and a poor record of crisis management (with some
exceptions), and many failures or inaction in recent crises. ASEAN simply
cannot confront China, because
- it has no authority
- the members have no unity
- it has no military
So the choices for ASEAN boil down to
1. do nothing, and throw away almost 50 years of gradual, some
times painful evolution.
2. take limited symbolic action to continue the gradual unification
process.
1. Do Nothing
Doing nothing might well be the default option for ASEAN. In this
scenario each member makes its own arrangement to fit into China’s New
World Order. This will be the simplest, and most painless, and in general
this has been ASEAN practice. To be fair, ASEAN practice is to work for
consensus. Only if there is no consensus is inaction the result.
However, in contemporary times return to external dominance
might not be as easy as it has been in the past, because competent ASEAN
diplomats will resist giving up what has been achieved. These ASEAN
officials have been “in the driver’s seat,” working for decades with world
powers as equals.
More generally, with decades of peace and development, all ASEAN nations now have higher expectations, especially the next generation.
Globalization is upon us, and the next generation is aware of other options.
Alll claimants to the SC Sea have ratified the UN Convention on the
Law of the Sea. China will replace UNCLOS with its notion of “natural”
hegemony, something that is owed to big countries. Obviously this will roll
back decades of development in international law and dispute settlement: a
real step backward not only in The Sea, but globally.
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Indeed the world has changed, and China’s expectation of a “natural” hegemonic role may no longer be shared worldwide.
Emerging powers cannot become truly legitimate global powers if
they keep picking quarrels with all (or almost all) their neighbours.
For China, global legitimacy may not be possible without regional
legitimacy (Acharya 2015).
2. Build Unity, Reform the Association
Acharya (2015) argues that if ASEAN can maintain some unity
and it reforms some policies, it should survive China’s threat and continue
to play an important role in Southeast Asia). So, what can be done? Not
much, but some things can be started.
ASEAN has to work for more unity. This will not be easy. Kinds of
pressure and much conversation can be applied to Cambodia, Laos, and if
necessary Thailand too, to take a longer, wider view. Wider than the 1960s
(and 19th Century) game of playing off major powers against each other. In
special cases it has worked, but look at Cambodia in the last century. Arguably one of the cleverest players of that game was Hun Sen’s predecessor
King Sihanouk. This only led to Lon No l, Pol Pot and the horrors of the
Khmer Rouge period. Sihanouk also had trouble distinguishing between
benefits for Cambodia and benefits for Sihanouk, a problem from which the
current leadership of Cambodia may also suffer.
Thailand is currently intrigued by China’s success without elections.
Caused by clear domestic factionalism, Thailand’s aversion to elections
cannot be solved by eliminating them, but any future elections will be much
controlled and neutralized.
Myanmar and Laos have both had unhappy experiences in getting
too close to China. China does not control its own private entrepreneurs
very closely and several major ventures have outraged the local populations. Myanmar and Laos are two of the three ASEAN nations which have
land borders with China. They can learn much from Vietnam’s experience.
Singapore probably understands the whole situation better than
most. So far they have been relatively neutral but have spoken out about the
danger to ASEAN with the situation in The Sea.
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There was another incident on 14 June 2016, when some ASEAN
members posted a call for restraint in island-building, and for the rule of law
in The Sea. The call was cancelled within hours, apparently at the request
of Rotating Chair Laos. Ian Storey (2016, p.3) called it just another “embarrassing” episode of ASEAN disunity. “China didn’t create the disunity in
ASEAN, but it does exploit the divisions and uses its economic clout to try
to get its way,” Storey emphasized.
In terms of the July 12, 2016 UNCLOS Court decision, China
strongly discouraged ASEAN from supporting or even mentioning the
arbitration process. “Legality is only part of the argument, since the court is
not in a position to enforce any rulings. In the end, the matter will be settled
militarily, in the chess game of global power relations or in some notional
court of global public opinion” (Denyer 2016). Since the ruling China has
told several ASEAN nations that if they emphasized it, they were heading
for disaster.
So there is no magic bullet. But it seems logical that ASEAN
should focus on restructuring and identity building. If the will can be found,
such developments will not necessarily damage relations with China. China
seeks a long-term relationship with ASEAN, unified or not. This amounts to
a bit of leverage with China.
So far the practice has been to refuse China’s continuing offers of
joint management of disputed areas (with some exceptions in previous and
the current government of the Philippines). This needs to be played carefully. Mutual recognition of each other’s claims is not equal, since China’s
claims have over and over been declared “indisputable” and involve total
and absolute sovereignty.
ASEAN
N was founded to avoid external dominance. It has some
resources that it is not using to best advantage so far:
i. Vietnam’s experience in dealing with China
ii. Indonesia’s experience in nation-building, in their case very
much a situation of uniting a very large region
iii. Indonesia’s record of leadership in ASEAN crises. So often in
apparently hopeless cases, Indonesian has stepped forward.
It has not always been successful, but Indonesian officials seem
to have the clearest vision of a future united and progressive
ASEAN.
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What is needed are three things:
- national leaders with broader vision
- more power to the secretariat
- continuing development of an ASEAN identity
Kurlantzick (2012) sees ASEAN at a crossroads. The way ASEAN
operates under traditional norms, with severe limits on staff and the
mandate of the Secretariat, all make ASEAN “unlikely to move beyond its
current status.” He sees seven areas of necessary reform for ASEAN of
which I think three are important:
1. integrate new members by reducing economic disparity
2. end decisions by consensus (=veto for poorer and smaller
members)
3. strengthen the Secretariat
The first is actually a blend of three of Kurlantzick’s areas. But he
does not list the following several other problem areas which are also of
great importance:
● abuse of the norm of non-interference in national (members’ in
ternal) affairs
● excessive power of the rotating chair, especially members under
strong influence of China (Thayer, 2012)
● need for penalties for not following agreed procedures
● need for clearer and more forceful application of dispute resolution
mechanisms
● resident ASEAN ambassadors have become a powerful pressure
group in Jakarta (Acharya 2014a).
● inadequate financing, financing dependent upon foreign aid. “If
ASEAN wants to build its own Community, it must be willing to
pay for its construction. There is only so much that outsiders can
do for us” (Surin, 2016, p. 16).
● need for a standing or rapid response military force for disasters,
peacemaking
● ongoing disputes between ASEAN members in The Sea. These
need to be settled according to UNCLOS rules and the July 2016
ruling (Batongbacal, 2016, p. 12).
These are all areas and issues that show the ineffectiveness of
ASEAN as a regional organization, making it unable to perform any of the
functions related to its responsibilities. In fact a roster of leading ASEAN
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figures including the panel of eminent persons who wrote the draft of the
ASEAN Charter, and several former Secretaries-General have supported
the idea of regularizing ASEAN as a more centralized organization (Hsu
2016; Caballero-Anthony 2005), but member nations, mostly the smaller
and more authoritarian-led, have constantly blocked any reforms. So my
recommendations are not new; they have been part of ASEAN history for
some time.
Conclusion
More irony: since ASEAN has failed completely to deal with the
demands of China, other powers have by now realized that action must be
taken. These include the US and Japan. Japan conducted a naval drill with
the Philippines (“US, Japan”) and sold them naval ships. India is concerned
but has not yet taken any actions, real or symbolic.
Should intervention by other powers continue, we could see a
big-power standoff develop. In that case, ASEAN states could become crucial actors with considerable leverage if and when any
kind of real workable compromise is negotiated (Acharya 2014a).
China has gambled on applying its “dual strategy” worldwide. It
has had considerable success in ASEAN, but that is more and more perceived as a warning to the rest of the world. In fact, China is already losing
international trust, as its total commitment to regional hegemony and its
own global role, at any cost, has been revealed quite transparently in The
Sea. Hui-Yi (2016, p.10) sees a real threat to China’s ambitious 21st Century
Maritime Silk Road strategy as a result of negative reactions in The Sea. See
also Zhu Feng, (2016, p.14).
China’s approach is based on the assumption of the ongoing
expansion of its economy. The last few years have seen some setbacks in
Chinese stocks and currency values, a gradual slowing of growth. China
is in the process of building up its domestic market. Even so, as for every
other nation in the new wired world, there is no guarantee of continued
economic growth in China. They also have their own internal issues such as
great inequality of wealth between coastal centers and vast rural or remote
areas, internet-connected youth, and a repressed movement for democracy.
The current administration is causing much concern as it moves away from
a liberal political approach to a more repressive internal style, including

282
2

SW 9729-A-p298-G7.indd 282

3/27/17 4:40 PM

kidnapping of dissidents in exile.
Politically the current government of China seems determined to
achieve its goals at any cost. It is costing dearly in terms of international
trust. And it is directly contributing to the reform and consolidation of
ASEAN.

283

SW 9729-A-p298-G7.indd 283

3/27/17 4:40 PM

References
Acharya, Amitav. 2014a Constructing a Security Community in Southeast
Asia. (third edition). Routledge.
Acharya, Amitav. 2015. “Doomed by Dialogue? Will ASEAN Survive
Great Power Rivalry in Asia?” in “Open Forum,” The ASIAN Forum
Vol.3, No.5. Sept.-Oct. 2015.
Arase, David. 2015a. “Explaining China’s 2+7 Initiative Towards ASEAN,”
ISEAS Trends No.4. Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asia Studies.
Arase, David. 2015b. “Strategic Rivalry in the South China Sea: How can
Southeast Asian Claimant States Shape a Beneficial Outcome?” ISEAS
Perspectives No. 57. Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies.
Arase, David. 2015c. “The Future of US Strategic Rebalancing toward
Asia” ISEAS Perspectives No. 60. Singapore: Institute of Southeast
Asian Studies.
Bateman, Sam. 2011. “Managing the South China Sea: Sovereignty is not
the Issue.” RSIS Commentary No. 136/2011. Rajaratnam School of
International Studies, Singapore.
Batongbacal, Jay. 2015. “Arbitration 101: Philippines vs. China.” Asia
Maritime Transparency Initiative. Centre for Strategic and International
Studies. http://amti.csis.org/arbitration-101-philippines-v-china
Batongbacal, Jay. 2016. In “Into Stormy Seas Ahead,” an entry in South
China Sea Arbitration: Responses and Implications. Special Issue of
ASEAN Focus, July 2016. Singapore: ISEAS Yusof Ishak Institute.
Pp. 11-12.
Beckman, Robert. 2014. “Large-Scale Reclamation Projects in the South
China Sea: China and International Law.” RSIS Commentary No. 213.
Rajaratnam School of International Studies, Singapore. www.rsis.edu.sg
Beech, Hannah. 2016. “Just Where Exactly Did China Get the South
China Sea Nine-Dash Line From?” Time online 19 July 2016
http://time.com/4412191/nine-dash-line-9-south-china-sea/
Bensurto, Henry. 2014. Participation in the panel “Legal Issues in the
South China Sea” organized by CSIS Center for Strategic and International Studies. “PH-China Historic Right and the Historic Title Claim”
on YouTube. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SscQBrJbiN0South
China Sea: How to Prevent China From Changing the Status Quo
Blair, Dennis, and Jeffrey Hornung. 2016. “South China Sea: How to
Prevent China from Changing the Status Quo,” in The Diplomat 23
September 2016. Available at: http://thediplomat.com/2016/09/southchina-sea-how-to-prevent-china-from-changing-the-status-quo/

284
4

SW 9729-A-p298-G7.indd 284

3/27/17 4:40 PM

Bowring, Philip. 2014. “Indonesia Draws a Line in the Sea,” for Asia
Sentinell online. 29 April, 2014
Caballero-Anthony, Mely. 2005. “The Asian Economic Crisis and Other
Challenges,” Ch. 6 in Regional Security in ASEAN: Beyond The ASEAN
Way. Singapore: ISEAS.
Callahan, William A. 2009. “The Cartography of National Humiliation and
the Emergence of China’s Geobody,” Public Culture 21.1: 141-173.
Castells, Manuel. 2010. “The power of identity,” in The Information Age:
Economy, Society and Culture. Volume 2, 2010 Edition.
Cheek, Timothy. 2015. “Chinese Propaganda in Historical Perspective:
Five Terms to Consider,” in China Policy Institute Blog, University of
Nottingham, UK. https://cpianalysis.org/?s=Chinese+propaganda+in+
historical+perspective
Cole, J. Michael. 2016. “China vs. Philippines in the South China Sea:
The Only Thing You Need to Know.” The National Interestt online:
nationalinterest.org/feature/china-vs-philippines-in-south-china-seaonly-thing-you-need-T6638? page=2
Denyer, Simon. 2016. “US ‘Hypocrisy’ and Chinese Cash Strengthen
Beijing’s Hand in South China Sea.” Washington Postt online, June
19, 2016. https://www.washington post.com/world/asia_pacific/
us-hypocrisy-and-chinese-cash-strengthen-beijings-hand-in-south-chinasea/2016/06/18/6907943a-330a-11e6-ab9d-1da2b0f24f93_story.html
Goh Sui Noi. 2014. “China Can Try Walking in ASEAN States Shoes.”
In The Straits Times, 6 Sept. 2014.
Goldstein, Lyle. 2015. “The South China Showdown: 5 Dangerous Myths.”
The National Interest website. 29 September, 2015. http://nationalinterest.
org/feature/the-south-china-sea-showdown-5-dangerous-myths-13970
Granados, Ulises. 2005. “As China Meets the Southern Sea Frontier:
Ocean Identity in the Making, 1902-1937.” Pacific Affairs, Vol. 78,
Pp. 443-461.
Granados, Ulises. 2006. “Chinese Ocean Policies toward the South China
Sea in a Transitional Period, 1946-52.” The China Review 6.1: 153-181.
Hanney, Malcolm. 2014. “Functional Cooperation in the South China Sea,”
in the summary of a roundtable discussion at the Myanmar Institute of
Strategic and International Studies, Yangon, 304 July 2014. Pp. 113-133.
Hayton, Bill. 2012. The South China Sea: The Struggle for Power in Asia.
Yale UP.
Hayton, Bill. 2014. “Has Beijing Overreached in the South China Sea?”
Asian Sentinell online.

285

SW 9729-A-p298-G7.indd 285

3/27/17 4:40 PM

Hutt, David. 2016. “How China Came to Dominate Cambodia,” in
The Diplomatt online (http://thediplomat.com/2016/09/how-chinacame-to-dominate-cambodia/)
Jones, Lee. 2012. ASEAN, Sovereignty, and Intervention in South East Asia.
Palgrave Mcmillan.
Ku, Julian. 2016. “China’s Ridiculously Weak Argument Against
Complying with the South China Sea Arbitration Award.” Lawfare,
Ku’s blogspot: https://www.lawfare blog.com/chinas-ridiculously-weaklegal-argument-against-complying-south-china-sea-arbitration-award.
Kundu, Sampa. 2016. “China divides ASEAN in the South China Sea.”
East Asia Forum online. 21 May, 2016. http://www.eastasiaforum.org/
2016/05/21/china-divides-asean-in-the-south-china-sea/
Kung, Phoak. 2015. “Is China a threat to ASEAN’s unity?” East Asia
Forum. 3 June 2015. http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2015/06/03/ischina-a-threat-to-aseans-unity/
Kurlantzick, Joshua. 2012. “ASEAN’s Future and Asian Integration.”
International Institutions and Global Governance Program, Council on
Foreign Relations.
Lee, John. 2015. “China’s Economic Leverage in Southeast Asia.” The
Journal of East Asian Affairs, Vol. 29, No. 1, pp. 1-21
http://www.jstor.org/stable/43410712
Mogato, Manuel and Simon Webb. 2016. “ASEAN deadlocked on South
China Sea after Cambodia blocks statement.” For Reuters
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/wires/reuters/ article-3705575/ASEANdeadlocked-South-China-Sea-Cambodia-blocks-statement.html
Morton, Katherine. 2016. “China’s Ambition in the South China Sea: Is a
Legitimate Maritime Order Possible?” International Affairs 92.4:
909-940.
Nankivell, Justin D. 2016. “The Reality of China’s Legal Obligations in
the South China Sea,” in South China Sea Arbitration: Responses and
Implications. Special Issue of ASEAN Focus, July 2016. Singapore:
ISEAS Yusof Ishak Institute. Pp. 8-9.
Nery, John. 2014. “China didn’t know where the Spratlys were,” in the
Philippine Daily Inquirerr May 12, 2014
Nurbintoro, Gulardi. 2016. “China and the Law of the Sea Treaty.” In
Korean Herald, 8 April, 2016. P.15. (originally Jakarta Post, Asia
News Network).
Parameswaram, Prashanth. 2015. “China’s Plan for ASEAN-China
Maritime Co-operation.” The Diplomat April 01. http://thediplomat.com/
2015/04/chinas-plan-for-asean-china-maritime-cooperation

286
6

SW 9729-A-p298-G7.indd 286

3/27/17 4:40 PM

Pitsuwan, Surin. 2016. In “Views from the Secretaries-General,” in ASEAN
Focus. Special Issue, January 2016. Singapore: ISEAS Yusof Ishak
Institute, p. 16.
Rachman, Gideon. 2016. “Xi has Changed China’s Winning Formula.” In
the Financial Times, 31 May, 2016.
Severino, Rodolfo. 2008. “Building a Community,” in ASEAN Matters.
Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies.
Severino, Rodolfo. 2016. In “Views from the Secretaries-General,” in
ASEAN Focus. Special Issue, January 2016. Singapore: ISEAS Yusof
Ishak Institute, p. 14
Storey, Ian. 2015. “China’s Terraforming in the Spratleys: A Game Changer
in the South China Sea? –Analysis,” in Eurasia Review by Singapore
Institute of South East Asian Studies. http://www.eurasiareview.com/
26062015-chinas-terraforming-in-the-spratlys-a-game-changer-insouth-china-sea-analysis/ (also published as Singapore ISEAS
Perspectives No. 29.)
Storey, Ian. 2016. “Assessing Responses to the Arbitral Tribunal’s Ruling
on the South China Sea,” in Perspective, Issue 2016, No. 43, P. 3.
Singapore: Yusof Ishak Institute 28 July 2016
Tang Siew Mun. 2016. “What is at stake for ASEAN? The Arbitral
Tribunal’s Award on the Philippines v. China Case on the South China
Sea (SCS) Puts ASEAN in a Dilemma,” an entry in South China Sea
Arbitration: Responses and Implications. Special Issue of ASEAN
Focus, July 2016. Singapore: ISEAS Yusof Ishak Institute. P. 16.
Thayer, Carlyle A. 2012. “ASEAN’s Code of Conduct in the South China
Sea: A Litmus Test for Community-Building?” The Asia-Pacific Journal,
Vol.10, Issue 34, No.4 www.japanfocus.org/-carlyle_A_Thayer/3813/
article.html
Thayer, Carlyle A. 2015. “No, China is Not Reclaiming Land in the South
China Sea,” in The Diplomat online, 07 June 2015. http://thediplomat.
com/2015/06/no-china-is-not-reclaiming-land-in-the-south-china-sea/
Thuzar, Moe. 2016. “To Remain Relevant, ASEAN Needs a Stronger
Nerve Center.” In Nikkei Asian Review.
Tiezzi, Shannon. 2014. “China and ASEAN: Moving Beyond the South
China Sea” The Diplomat. Nov. 13, 2014. http://the diplomat.com/
2014/11/china-and-asean-moving-beyond-the-south-china-sea
Vanderklippe, Nathan. 2015. “Xi Jinpeng’s White House visit has
implications beyond US border,” Globe and Maill newspaper, Toronto.
29 Sept. 2015.

287
7

SW 9729-A-p298-G7.indd 287

3/27/17 4:40 PM

Vanderklippe, Nathan. 2016a. “China’s bad image hinders efforts to get
world to speak its language,” in Globe and Mail, Toronto. 8 July 2016.
Pp. 1 and 12.
Vanderklippe, Nathan. 2016b. “A Chinese dynasty with a 21st-century
outlook,” in The Globe and Mail, Toronto. Monday, Aug. 29, 2016.
Van Netten, Djoeke. 2016. Review of Mr. Selden’s Map of China: The
Spice Trade, A Lost Chart, and the South China Sea. (London: Profile
Books, 2013). In ISIS, A Journal of the History of Science Society,
107.2: online June 2016
Vuving, Alexander. 2015. “Think Again: Myths and Myopia.” The National
Interest website. 16 October, 2015. http://nationalinterest.org/feature/
think-again-myths-myopia-about-the-south-china-sea-14096
Wang Wen. 2016. “Debunking the Myths of the South China Sea,” an
entry in South China Sea Arbitration: Responses and Implications.
Special Issue of ASEAN Focus, July 2016. Singapore: ISEAS Yusof
Ishak Institute. Pp. 17-18.
Welch, David. 2015. “Decoding Chinese moves in the South China Sea:
Is Beijing getting more assertive, or more worried?” Centre for
International Governance Innovation (www.cigionline.org)
Xi Jinping. 2015. Bangkok Post, 30 Sept. 2015, p.7
Yang Jiechi. 2010. Foreign Minister of China at ASEAN Ministers
Conference in Hanoi. Wikipedia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yang_
Jiechi
Zhiguo Gao and Bing Bing Jia. 2013. “The Nine-Dash Line in the South
China Sea: History, Status, and Implications.” American Journal of
International Law Vol.107, pp. 98-128.
Zou Keyuan. 1999. “The Chinese Traditional Maritime Boundary Line in
the South China Sea and its Legal Consequences for the Resolution of
the Dispute over the Spratly Islands.” International Journal of Marine
and Coastal Law 14.1: 27-55.
Zhu Feng. 2016. “The Tribunal Award and its Implications on the South
China Sea Disputes,” an entry in South China Sea Arbitration:
Responses and Implications. Special Issue of ASEAN Focus, July 2016.
Singapore: ISEAS Yusof Ishak Institute. Pp. 13-14.

288
8

SW 9729-A-p298-G7.indd 288

3/27/17 4:40 PM

ASEAN Languages For ASEAN Integration
Wilaiwan Khanittanan, Anuraj Manibhandu1
Abstract
This paper examines a contradiction in the ASEAN Charter regarding language use. Article 34 of the Charter at Chapter X, Administration and
Procedure, states that ‘The working language of ASEAN shall be English’.
The paper argues that this directive undermines items 13 and 14 of ‘Article 1’, Purposes, and the parenthesis (a) of item 2 of Article 2, Principles
. By specifying communication in English, ASEAN cannot then claim to
be either ‘people-oriented’ (item 13) or ‘fostering awareness of the diverse
culture and heritage of the region’ (item 14). The English level of the majority of the people in ASEAN is not on par with the Charter’s background
assumptions, and the English proficiency levels of the 10 nation states vary
greatly. By communicating in English only as prescribed amounts in fact to
expressing disrespect for ASEAN Member States’ equality. It is proposed
instead that the national languages of each member country be recognized
as official languages along with English, and that a translation service be
introduced.
Introduction
Southeast Asia has the largest multilingual population in the world.
Over one thousand languages are spoken in the region. Indonesia alone
has speakers of more than 700 languages. The Philippines and Myanmar
combined have over 200 languages, with each country speaking over one
hundred languages. Five language families – Sino-Tibetan, Austro-Asiatic,
Tai-Kadai, Indo-European, and Austronesian – can be found in Myanmar
alone. Despite the Southeast Asian region’s rich ethnic and language diversity, English was stipulated as the sole “working language” of ASEAN in
the ASEAN Charter:
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Article 34
Working Language of ASEAN
The working language of ASEAN shall be English.
At first glance, ‘English’ appears to be a very sensible choice. Five
of the 10 member states of ASEAN were colonized by English speaking
countries. Malaysia, Myanmar, Singapore and Brunei were under Britain
and the Philippines the United States. English is a medium of instruction in
schools and universities in those member states. Besides, English is taught
in school as a subject in all 10 ASEAN member countries. But on closer
scrutiny of the details, it becomes clear that Article 34 seriously undermines
the purposes and principles of ASEAN as stated in the charter. In what
follows, the paper argues that the stipulation of English as the working
language brings into question the purposes and principles stated in the
ASEAN Charter and the sincerity of authors to deliver them in reality. The
paper proposes that the national languages of all member countries be
recognized as official languages along with English, and that a translation
service be introduced to open up two-way communication between ASEAN
governments and their peoples.
The Undermined Purposes and Principles
Despite being designated the working language of ASEAN,
English is not the mother tongue of any ASEAN-born person. The results of
the past Test of English as a Foreign Language, TOEFL, separate students
of member states into two groups. The group from member states once colonized by English speaking countries did well in the tests. The other group’s
scores were below average. Advertisements for English tutorials in Thailand show Thais running away from westerners when they are asked questions in English. This commonly happens in ASEAN countries, not only in
Thailand, when western nationals venture into rural areas. This only shows
that the majority of ASEAN people’s English is not on par with the charter’s
background assumption. At present, English still cannot be said in anyway
to be the language of everyday communication, let alone the language of
wider communication, in the ASEAN Community. It could be said to be,
however, the most popular foreign language and is undoubtedly the language of working elites in ASEAN. Given these facts, Article 34 brings into
question the meaningfulness of three other items in the charter, Articles 1
and 2, the Purposes and Principle, and the sincerity of ASEAN governments
to deliver them:
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Article 1 Purposes
.............. 13. To promote a people-oriented ASEAN in which all sectors
of society are encouraged to participate in and benefit from the process of
ASEAN integration and community building.
14. To promote an ASEAN identity through the fostering of greater
awareness of the diverse culture and heritage of the region; and …….
Article 2 Principles
............. 2. ASEAN and its Member States shall act in accordance with the
following Principles:
(a) respect for independence, sovereignty, equality, territorial
integrity and national identity of all ASEAN Member States.
The quoted purposes and principles show the idealism of
ASEAN’s core values but the substance of their content is placed in doubt
by Article 34 in four areas –
1. respect for equality of all Member States
2. respect for national identity of all Member States
3. the promoting of a people-oriented ASEAN and
4. the fostering of greater awareness of the diverse cultures
and heritages
Inequalities and contradictions resulting from (using) English only
That English is taught as a subject in schools in all ASEAN
member countries shows that English is, at best, the second language of
the majority of the peoples of ASEAN. It is learned in school not at home.
Students living in bilingual environments are much luckier because they
have opportunities to use English outside their classes and schools. This
partly explains why students from member states such as Singapore and the
Philippines score better in TOEFL tests than students from other ASEAN
countries, where a bilingual environment or bilingual education system is
exclusive to elite families or non-existent in general.
English is the second language of the peoples of ASEAN and their
English competence varies greatly, from native-like fluency to virtually zero
knowledge of the language deriving from people living in an island country in Europe. If ASEAN were to announce a change of policy or practice
meant for its more than 600 million people in English only, less than 10%
would be able to understand what was being introduced, hence limiting the
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effectiveness of communication. With 14 million English speakers2 out of
a total population of 96.7 million, the Philippines probably has the biggest
number of people who could understand ASEAN communications, bigger
than that in Singapore, Brunei, Myanmar, and Malaysia combined. With
English as the sole working language, ASEAN cannot communicate with
or be communicated to by the majority of its people. This creates immense
inequalities among the member states. Those who do not speak English simply sink into oblivion, unable to understand communications from ASEAN
or to question ASEAN in their own languages. ASEAN governments for
their part risk being seen as insincere in their stated intention to promote “a
people-oriented ASEAN”.
By speaking the native language that is also accepted as the official
language, ASEAN people can identify themselves with other speakers of
that same language, their family members and their friends at school or at
work. By the same logic, those who cannot speak English certainly cannot
identify with ASEAN and in fact do not have anything in common with
ASEAN. Where can we look for a “sense of belonging” ASEAN pledges
to promote under Article 35 from the majority of those people who do not
speak English? Because we use language to communicate our thoughts,
beliefs, ideas, and all other information, language is deeply intertwined in
culture. ASEAN cannot, and will not be able to, foster greater awareness of
the diverse cultures and heritage of the region, as stated in item 14 of article
14 of the ASEAN Charter, by using English as the working language.
Solving the contradictions
The European Union ( EU), which is regarded as a model of
regional integration by ASEAN, states in its Charter of Fundamental Rights
that the Union places the individual at the heart of its activities and respects
the diversity of cultures and traditions of the peoples of Europe as well as
the national identities of the member states3 In keeping with these principles, the EU recognizes all the 24 languages that the 28 member countries
speak as official languages. The rationale lies in the charter’s assertion that
Europeans have the right to know what is being done in their name in order
to be able to play an active part without having to learn other languages.
2

British Council Philippines, 2016
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Every year the EU celebrates the European Day of Languages. On this day,
activities for and with children are organized across Europe and Europeans,
many of whom are driven by competition for jobs, business, and opportunities in higher education, are encouraged to learn more languages in and
out of school.
ASEAN should follow the EU’s example on the matter of languages
if it intends to implement its purposes and principles to promote greater
awareness of the diverse cultures and heritages of the region, and to show
respect for the independence, sovereignty, equality, and national identity of
all member states. However, following the EU’s lead in this matter requires
the introduction of a translation service along the lines of the EU’s directorate-general for translation which provides important documents, such as
legislation and policy papers, in all the 24 official languages, and sees to
it that correspondence to or from the European Commission are available
in the languages necessary. The practice is based on precedent as well as
the EU’s respect for cultural diversity, and on promotion of representative
democracy. Hence the EU has always functioned in the languages of its
current members, with more languages added as new members speaking
different languages were admitted. Hence Dutch, French, Italian, and
German were the languages of original members in 1958. Danish and
English were added in 1973, Greek in 1981, Portuguese and Spanish in
1986, Finish and Swedish in 1995, Czech, Estonian, Hungarian, Latvian,
Lithuanian, Maltese, Polish, Slovak and Slovenian in 2004, Bulgarian, Irish
and Romanian in 2007, and Croatian in 20134.
ASEAN alas has not done the same. The Bangkok Declaration of
1967 was written and signed in English by the founding five members
– Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore and Thailand. Language
was not a major issue with the accession to ASEAN of Brunei in 1984, Vietnam in 1995, Laos and Myanmar in 1997 and Cambodia 1999 though there
were suggestions of French being added in 1994 and Malay in 1997, on
neither occasions raising discussion5. But important ASEAN documents
have been issued in the languages of the member states, such as the Treaty
of Amity and Co-operation (TAC) in February1976, and the ASEAN Charter,

4

http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/translation/translating/officiallanguages/index_en.htm
Akiko Okudaira (1999) A Study on International Communication in Regional Organizations:
The Use of English as the “Official” Language of the Association of South East Asian Nations
(ASEAN), Asian Englishes, 2:1, 91-107, DOI: 10.1080/13488678.1999.10801020
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which entered into force on December 15, 2008. TAC was “ drawn up in
the official languages of the High Contracting Parties, all of which are
equally authoritative” with an “ agreed common translation of the texts” to
be provided “in the English language.”6 The so-called “official languages”
were not specified though Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore
and Thailand then were speaking Malay, English and Thai. The ASEAN
Charter was drawn up in English, in line with English being the “working
language” at the time of writing, and subsequently translated into the 10
languages of the member states.
The fact that the ASEAN Charter reverses the practice adopted by
the TAC in 1976, that is by drawing up the original in English, and
providing translations in the languages of the member states, is a sign of the
times. Information Technology has made it easier for drafters of complex
documents to work in English. At the same time, the translations into member states’ respective languages shows progress towards equal treatment.
Having come thus far, ASEAN can go one step further, and deliver on its
values and principles, by giving official status to all the languages of the
member states as well as to English.
Since translation into the 10 member states’ languages has been
done, with Chinese permitted for Singapore, there exists within ASEAN
a pool of linguists who could become the core of a translation service for
all important documents, the parameters of which should be decided by
an inclusive process that extends to more people than the ASEAN elites
living in capital cities. ASEAN also should encourage people to communicate with it by enabling them to correspond with their own governments
or the ASEAN secretariat in their own languages. The translation service
should be tailored to ASEAN’s needs and capacities, and could be based in
Jakarta, the seat of the ASEAN secretariat, or in any other ASEAN capital
that possesses the competence in terms of linguists and logistics. By no
means should the translation service proposed for ASEAN be as large as
that operated by the European Commission in Brussels and Luxembourg.
Collectively, the 10 ASEAN states are not as affluent as the 28 EU member
states combined although ASEAN is attractive economically, politically and
socio-culturally. That being the case, ASEAN should and could draw on the
EC for technical advice, and on many friendly dialogue partners for financial assistance.
6
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The progress in terms of languages, which will increase knowledge
about the workings of ASEAN and lead to better intra-ASEAN communication, would help ASEAN to become more “people-oriented” and give more
people living in remote areas the confidence to participate in shaping the
ASEAN community.
Multilingualism is the way for ASEAN to go if it is to integrate
effectively for the benefit of the Southeast Asian region. If the translation
service engenders demand for more languages to be covered, which is likely
with word of mouth and information technology, ASEAN would be helping
to keep alive languages spoken by communities living on the margins of
life with the imperatives of the 21st century. The fear that half of the 6,000
languages spoken today will be lost by the end of the century if nothing is
done7 has stirred some interest, leading UNESCO to publish an atlas of
endangered languages8. But the fear is based on data that is retrospective,
covering languages that have died since 19509. For ASEAN, it would be
sufficient to include the languages spoken by ASEAN peoples who care to
participate in regional processes.
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