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Lecture 5

The Evolution of ASEAN: The Trend towards Regional Cooperation 

Dr FAN Wing-chung

1.  Introduction

The importance of Southeast Asia

For as long as history permits, China has had close ties with Southeast Asian countries. The Maritime 

Silk Route contributed to more interaction in culture and trade between China and the Southeast Asian 

countries. There was a breakthrough in the relations between China and the Southeast Asian countries after 

the establishment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949. The Bandung Conference in April 

1955 witnessed the dawn of a new system as Premier Zhou Enlai proposed the ‘Five Principles of Peaceful 

Coexistence’ to the leaders of countries in Southeast Asia, Africa and Latin America, which has positive 

and lasting effect on international situation. Since the emergence of New China after 1949, her relationship 

with South East Asian countries has progressed with various ebbs and flows from the 1950s to the 1990s. 

Whichever way it is, it remains undeniable that China attaches much importance to her ties with the 

Southeast Asian countries and treats them as her most important friendly neighbours.

 1.1    An overview 

The term of ‘Southeast Asia’ can be traced back to the Second World War. During the course of the 

war, the term was used by the Allies in referring to the regions of Indochina and the Pacific which are home 

to 11 countries: Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, Thailand and Burma on Indochina; the Philippines, Malaysia, 

Indonesia, Brunei, Singapore and East Timor on the Pacific archipelago. Most of these Southeast Asian 

countries, rich in culture and highly diverse in social, customary and cultural aspects, have a long history of 

their own. Therefore, it is difficult to have deep understanding of their history, society, customs and culture. 

However, some countries in Indo China Peninsula are highly agricultural whereas maritime countries are 

more commercial. This gives rise to a rather different way of development in history and culture. Therefore, 

it is feasible to have a preliminary understanding of Southeast Asia in this context.
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Southeast Asia covers an area of approximately 4.5 million square kilometers, accommodating close 

to 600 million people. Notably, the geographical location of the region has long been of strategic importance, 

particularly in the arenas of international geopolitics and global economy. Southeast Asia’s rich natural 

resources and geographical location have long been the target of Western imperial powers. Even after the end 

of the Second World War, Southeast Asia continued to be a domain for international political and military 

contention. The diplomacy of the countries in this region is closely linked to the development of Cold War.

Under the war zone concept, a primitive form of ‘unified system’ was gradually molded in Southeast 

Asia. It was getting mature with the development of Cold War. On 6 August 1967, the Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) was established which marked the beginning of integration towards a 

unified system in Southeast Asia. ASEAN member states witnessed astonishing economic take-off, which 

was in leading position in the world, since the mid-1970s. The development of Singapore, a member of 

the ‘Four Asian Tigers’ and Brunei, a well-off country were good examples.  Even Thailand and Malaysia 

manifested a highly industrialized economic outlook. From the later period of 1980s onwards, Indonesia 

and the Philippines made great efforts in developing economy and during the mid-1990s,  new members of 

the ASEAN like Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia began to step out of incessant civil war and domestic unrest, 

striving to open up and revitalize the economy. Even Burma, under the rule of military dictatorship for a long 

time and being conservative, moved away from isolation and began to carry out reform to a certain extent. 

As ASEAN member states interacted more frequently with the rest of the world, they played more and more 

important role in international political, economic and cultural development.

As neighbour, China should give weight to the rapid development of the ASEAN. Located south of 

China, the ASEAN covers a geographical area which is one of the gateways of China to the outside world. In 

light of China’s rapid development, interaction and dialogue on different aspects with the ASEAN in different 

extent were almost inevitable. In fact, the importance of the inter-relation between China and the ASEAN 

was self-evident. Nowadays, in the 21st century, an in-depth study of the issue is of great urgency.

2. An introduction to ASEAN

 2.1    Nature of its Organization

The term ASEAN is translated in many ways. The followings are some of the most commonly used:

a) Dongnanya guojia lianmeng ( 東南亞國家聯盟 ), also Dongmeng ( 東盟 ), seen in Hong Kong and the 

mainland of China;
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b) Dongnanya guoxie ( 東南亞國協 ), also Dongxie ( 東協 ), seen in Taiwan;

c) Dongnanya hezuo zuzhi ( 東南亞合作組織 ), also Donghe ( 東合 ), used in some Chinese media and less 

seen in Hong Kong and the mainland of China;

d)  Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), the official name in English;

e) A xi’an ( 阿細安 ), Ya xi’an ( 亞細安 ), used by some magazines like Asiaweek.

In recent years, studies on the ASEAN have appeared myriad because of its rapid growth. The 

following shall generalize the features and objectives of the organization:

a) Bringing countries in the Southeast Asian region together in maintaining regional order, security and 

stability;

b) Establishing a platform for Southeast Asian countries to converse with the outside community (i.e.: the 

China and ASEAN (10+1) mechanism and the 10+3 system between ASEAN and China, Japan and 

South Korea);

c) An explicit display of ‘Southeast Asian awareness’ after WWII to a certain extent;

d) Promoting mutual understanding in a multi-ethnic, multi-cultural region;

e) Acting as an example of cooperation and unity for developing countries and small nations and a model 

organization of regionalism.

 2.2    Stages in development

2.2.1    Historical background of forming ASEAN 

a) During the Second World War, the emergence of a “war zone” in Southeast Asia gradually led to the 

conceptual formation of “Southeast Asia as a region”;

b) As Southeast Asian countries had achieved independence one after the other,  cooperation and mutual 

support should be strengthened to deal with all those post-independence problems;

c) During the Cold War, there was intense ideological struggle between the communist and capitalist 

blocs. In this situation, the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) was established by Britain, the 

United States and France. Its members came from some countries in South Asia and Southeast Asia. It 

aimed at stopping the spread of communism to Southern Asia. On 8 September 1954, the South-East 
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Asia Collective Defense Treaty was signed by Australia, France, New Zealand, Pakistan, East Pakistan, 

Thailand, the Philippines, Britain and America in Manila, the capital of the Philippines. The SEATO with 

its headquarter in Bangkok, signified the formation of an international anti-Communist collective defense 

that was in force until 30 June 1976. Scholars tend to agree that SEATO is the forerunner of ASEAN.

2.2.2    The formation of ASEAN

The stages leading to the formation of ASEAN are as follows:

a) 31 July 1961: The Association of Southeast Asia (ASA) was founded in Bangkok by Malaysia, the 

Philippines and Thailand;

b) 1963: Disputes arose between Malaysia and the Philippines over Sabah, resulting in the break-off of 

relationship between the two;

c) August 1965: Upon Singapore’s independence, relations with Malaysia worsened and the ASA was 

paralysed;

d) 6 August 1967: the Foreign Ministers of Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, the Philippines and Thailand had a 

conference in Bangkok. Out of the need for cooperation, it concluded with the proclamation of the ASEAN 

Declaration (also known as Bangkok Declaration), declaring the formal establishment of the ASEAN.

2.2.3    Major developments of the ASEAN

Below is a list of the founding members of the ASEAN (as according to August 1967): 

a) Republic of Indonesia

b) Federation of Malaya

c) Republic of Singapore

d) Republic of the Philippines

e) Kingdom of Thailand

After Brunei had gained her independence on 8 January 1984, the country immediately entered the 

organization and joined the aforementioned states in becoming the six original members of the ASEAN. 

It should also be noted that  ASEAN members appear equal before the organization (East Timor gained 

her independence in 2002 and is now a candidate member of the ASEAN). But these six original members 

played the role of initiating the formation of and elevating the position of the organization. In addition, 

their economic and overall capacities are much higher which naturally allow these 6 members to assume 

leadership role.



85

lecture notes 5

Following the disintegration of the Soviet Union and the Communist bloc, the 1990s witnessed the 

entry of four countries in the Indochina Peninsula, which have been deeply affected by socialist ideology to 

different extent, into ASEAN respectively:

a) Socialist Republic of Vietnam on 28 July 1995;

b) Union of Myanmar on 23 July 1997;

c) Laos People’s Democratic Republic (Laos) on 23 July 1997;

d) Kingdom of Cambodia on 30 April 1999.

On 20 May 2002, the Democratic Republic of Timor-Leste gained her independence and submitted her 

application to ASEAN in July 2006 but failed to be admitted. Up to now, she is still a candidate member. In 

the Pacific region, Papa New Guinea became an ‘observer country’ of the organization. East Timor enjoyed 

the same right of sending an observer to ASEAN meetings.

The following statistics may help us understand more about the ASEAN.

a) ASEAN is one of the largest regional organizations in the world, comparable in nature to the European 

Union (EU);

b) Its secretariat and headquarter are located in Jakarta, the capital of Indonesia;

c) The ten ASEAN members cover an area of 4.5 million square kilometers;

d) The total population of the ten ASEAN members as of 2010 stands at 600 million;

e) ASEAN has external relations with China, Australia, Canada, the EU, India, Japan, New Zealand, Russia, 

Korea, America and Pakistan.

2.2.4    Major objectives

a) To promote equality and cooperation in strengthening economic growth, social progress and cultural 

development;

b) To promote peace and stability in Southeast Asia through respect for justice and international norm in the 

relationship among countries of the region and adherence to the principles of the United Nations Charter;

c) To promote active collaboration and mutual support on matters in economic, social, cultural, technical 

and scientific fields;
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d) To provide mutual support in educational, vocational, technical fields as well as administrative training 

and research facilities;

e) To collaborate more effectively on greater utilization of agriculture and industries,  expansion of their 

trade, improvement of transportation and communications and the raising of living standards of their 

peoples;

f) To promote studies on Southeast Asia problems;

g) To maintain close and mutually beneficial cooperation with international and regional organizations with 

similar aims and purposes, and explore all avenues for even closer cooperation with them.

Apart from strengthening economic cooperation, ASEAN also highlights political and military 

exchanges, enhancing the notions of working together.

2.2.5    ASEAN and the concept of ‘neutralization of Southeast Asia’

One of ASEAN’s biggest contributions as a regional organization comes in the proposal of 

‘neutralization of Southeast Asia.’ The concept was initially put forth by Malaysian Prime Minister Tun 

Abdul Razak (1922 – 1976).

A meeting among the foreign ministers of the five ASEAN members was held in Kuala Lumpur, the 

capital of Malaysia, from 26 to 27 November 1971. On 27 November, the ‘Zone of Peace, Freedom and 

Neutrality Declaration’ (also known as the Kuala Lumpur Declaration) stated the intention of participating 

parties to get the respect and admission of Southeast Asia as a ‘Zone of Peace, Freedom and Neutrality which 

will be ‘free from any form or manner of interference by outside Powers.’

Subsequently, the ‘Declaration of ASEAN Concord’ was proclaimed in February 1976 after an ASEAN 

meeting in Bali in Indonesia. According to the declaration, the members would strive to form a peaceful and 

neutralized region in Southeast Asia as soon as possible. The Treaty of Amity and Cooperation in Southeast 

Asia (TAC) was  signed on 24 February, aiming at building trust, promoting peace, security and prosperity 

and strengthening relationship among countries of Southeast Asia.

2.2.6    Aims and Principles of TAC

Aims:

Promotion of perpetual peace, everlasting amity and cooperation amongst the people of Southeast Asia which 

shall eventually contribute to strength, solidarity and a close relationship.
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Principles:

a) mutual respect for the independence, sovereignty, equality, territorial integrity and national identity of all 

countries;

b) Being free from any external interference, subversion and sanction, and keep the rights of national 

survival;

c) non-interference in the internal affairs of one another;

d) settlement of differences or disputes by peaceful means;

e) renunciation of the threat or use of force; and

f) effective cooperation among signatories of TAC.

2.2.7    ASEAN and the Cold War

To a certain extent, ASEAN is a by-product of the Cold War. With the dissolution of the USSR and 

the decreasing role of socialism, the relationship between ASEAN and foreign countries entered a new 

phase. After thorough analysis of scholars, the following remarks, on the changes of foreign influence in the 

Southeast Asia in post Cold War period and the roles of ASEAN and its relationship with the foreign powers, 

are made.

a) As the need to safeguard the world from the USSR was not imminent, the US influence in Southeast Asia 

drastically decreased. As a superpower, the US still assumed a predominant role in this region;

b) Japan’s influence was on the rise. She played a significant role in different aspects such as economy, 

politics, military and regional security;

c) China’s influence had increased significantly. She has become the most influential country in the region;

d) India’s influence was on the rise continuously. As Southeast Asia is located between China and India,  

India saw Southeast Asia as a crucial platform in demonstrating her rising power. India’s fast expansion 

of influence in SE Asia drew the attention of the other countries;

e) ASEAN plays a key role in Southeast Asia, ranging from directing regional affairs to preserving peace, 

stability and security, the organization further hastened economic cooperation and social and cultural 

exchange among member states.
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The development of ASEAN after the end of the Cold War was rapid. The following stages of 

development deserved more attention:

a) The ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA) was established in 1992. Officially beginning operations on 1 

January 2002, AFTA is the most important platform in promoting economic and financial developments 

among member states. Inside the free trade area, all-round cooperation in tourism and energy issues is 

emphasized;

b) Post-Cold War ASEAN has committed to membership expansion. From mid-1990s onwards, the 

four Indochina states were absorbed into the ASEAN. Until now, all the Southeast Asian countries 

are members of the organization, with the exception of East Timor. The ASEAN becomes the only 

international organization representing Southeast Asia;

c) The formation of the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) has provided a platform for constructive dialogue 

amongst member states, reducing conflict through consultation;

d) Initially proposed by ex-Singaporean leaders Lee Kuan Yew and Goh Chok Tong, with support from 

France, the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) was first convened in March 1996 in Bangkok to promote 

Asia-Europe cooperation, with a vision of forming an international organization of magnitude based on 

the 10+3 system and a closer cooperation with the EU. The first meeting focused on political dialogue, 

economic cooperation and educational and cultural development;

e) ASEAN extended dialogue to countries beyond Southeast Asia such as China (October 2003), India 

(October 2003), Japan (July 2004) and the United States (July 2009) by signing the ‘Treaty of Amity 

and Cooperation in Southeast Asia’ in order to promote permanent peace and long-term relationship and 

encourage cooperation in economic, social, cultural and technological development;

f) From non-regular meetings to the initiation of the annual ASEAN Summit, ASEAN has come up with a 

system that regulates cooperation amongst member states;

g) Proposed the blueprint for an ‘ASEAN Community’ to emerge in the year 2020;

h) The identity of ASEAN was emphasized by encouraging private, commercial and academic research and 

analysis of Southeast Asian problems in order to cultivate a recognized identity in preparation for the 

‘ASEAN Community.’
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3.  Member states and their relations

 3.1    The problems behind regional dispute

Ostensibly, ASEAN members stress unity and uphold ASEAN spirit. They share the same views on 

external affairs and in international conferences. In fact, they are not always on good terms and even come 

into conflict time and again. They have quarrels over a range of topics: clash of economic interest, problems 

regarding illegal immigration, territorial and maritime disputes, armament race, environmental pollution, 

history, religion and culture.

a) Clash of economic interest

Example: 

In September 1997, the Malaysian government announced all exports must go through local ports or airports 

in order to reduce the loss of foreign exchange. Up to now, 30% of exports still go through neighboring port 

or airport because of better facilities. Of course, that “neighboring” country refers to Singapore.

b) Problem of illegal immigration

Example: 

In spite of Thai opposition, Malaysia erected a 21 kilometer-long, 2.44 meter-high cement wall on the 

Malaysia-Thailand border in 1997 to prevent an annual average of 3,000 Thai illegal immigrants from 

entering Malaysia. Located at a highly-controversial border, the wall caused tension between the two nations 

when Thai helicopters were seen patrolling the construction work of the Malaysians during erection.

c) Disputes over Territorial waters 

Disputes over territorial waters or islands are numerous. For details, see Appendix I: Disputes over territorial 

waters or islands among ASEAN members.
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Appendix I : Disputes over territorial waters or islands among ASEAN members

Members involved Nature of Dispute Location Situation

Malaysia/Vietnam/ 
the Philippines

Territorial sovereignty Spratly 
Islands

Disputes occurring occasionally

Cambodia/ 
Thailand

Maritime boundaries/ 
exclusive economic zone

Gulf of  
Thailand

Negotiations in progress

Cambodia/ 
Vietnam

Maritime boundaries/
historical waters/
exclusive economic zone

Gulf of  
Thailand

Negotiations in progress

Indonesia/ 
Malaysia

Territorial sovereignty Pulau 
Sipadan 
Pulau 
Ligitan

In December 2002, the International 
Court of Justice ruled the areas as 
Malaysian territory, provoking public 
unrest inside Indonesia.

Indonesia/ 
Vietnam

Maritime boundaries/
exclusive economic zones

Natuna 
Islands

Negotiations in progress

Malaysia/ 
Indonesia

Maritime boundaries/
exclusive economic zones 

Celebes  
Sea

Disputes in the area have occurred 
since 2005 owing to oil field 
exploitation right in this area.

Malaysia/  
the Philippines

Maritime boundaries/
exclusive economic zones

Celebes  
Sea

Disputes occurring occasionally

Malaysia/  
the Philippines

Territorial sovereignty Sabah In 1963, the dispute severed diplomatic 
relations between the two. Through 
Indonesia’s  mediation, the dispute 
has been shelved for the time being.

Malaysia/
Singapore

Territorial sovereignty Pedra 
Branca

In 2008, the International Court of 
Justice ruled the area as Singaporean 
territory.

Malaysia/ 
Thailand

Maritime boundaries Gulf of  
Thailand

Shared waters

Malaysia/ 
Vietnam

Maritime boundaries/
exclusive economic zones

Gulf of  
Thailand

Shared waters

Thailand/ 
Vietnam

Maritime boundaries/
exclusive economic zones

Gulf of  
Thailand

Disputes occurring occasionally

Source: Daniel Y. Coulter, ‘South China Sea Fisheries: Countdown to Calamity,’ in Contemporary Southeast Asia 17, no. 4 (March 
1996); Cao Yunhua 曹雲華 , ed., Dongnanya guojia lianmeng: jiegou, yunzuo yu duiwai guanxi 東南亞國家聯盟：結構、運作
與對外關係 (ASEAN: Structure, Operation and Diplomatic Relations; Beijing: China Economic Publishing House, 2011), p.18.
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d) Armament race

Example: 

After Malaysia had purchased a Russian SU-30MKM aircraft, Singapore followed suit buying an American 

F-15SG. In 2009 when Indonesia bought Sigma-class corvettes from Holland, Malaysia deployed Kedah-

class corvettes to the maritime boundaries between the two countries. In another example, the editorial of the 

Bangkok Post demanded for an explanation from the Vietnamese government in 2009 when it was heard that 

the Vietnamese government intended to buy advanced fighter planes and warships.

e) Environmental Pollution

Example: 

In July 1997, a four-month long forest fire in Indonesia resulted in thousands of local residents and residents in 

neighboring countries contracting respiratory diseases from the smoke, further triggering a number of car and 

ship crash accidents. The fire covered nearly 200 hectares of land and led to an economic loss of about USD 3 

billion domestically. Neighboring countries such as Malaysia, Singapore, Brunei, Thailand and the Philippines 

witnessed an aggravation in air pollution within their borders. Some of them made complaints to Indonesia.

f) Historical Problems

Example: 

Between December 2002 and January 2003, Thai actress Suvanant Kongying twice claiming that Angkor Wat 

belonged to Thailand sparked a large-scale demonstration which turned into riot in Cambodia on 29 January 

2003. During the unrest, the Thai embassy, Thai-owned enterprises, banks and restaurants were attacked and 

Thailand’s national flag was incinerated by Cambodian locals. In October 2008, another wave of disputes 

emerged as Preah Vihear Temple came to be listed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site: a military clash 

occurred at controversial border, resulting in casualties on both sides. It should be noted that Thailand and 

Cambodia have a long history of conflict and violence and the border is unsettled and ever changing. Dispute 

over the temple is a historical problem in the IndoChina Peninsula.

g) Conflicts in Religion

Example: 

During the 10th ASEAN Summit (2004) which was held in Laos (Vientiane), Indonesia, Malaysia and Thailand 

argued over the question of Muslims in Southern Thailand. Facing accusations from Indonesia and Malaysia for 

suppressing Muslim militants in Thai territory, Thailand defended herself by employing the principle of non-

interference in the internal affairs of ASEAN member states, further threatening to withdraw from the organization 

should the issue be placed on the table. Being the leading member state of that time, Laos supported Thailand and 

the other two countries conceded, though certainly not without damage to their relations.
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Generalizing the above problems, if ASEAN integration shall push through in the future, the following 5 bi-

lateral relationships among the member states are of utmost importance:

a) Thai-Malaysian relations

b) Indonesia-Malaysian relations

c) Singapore-Malaysian relations

d) Burma-Thai relations

e) Philippines-Vietnam relations

4.  The process of regional integration

 The two phases of integration

The process of Southeast Asian integration through the ASEAN after the Cold War can be divided into 

two major phases.

Phase 1: 

During the period between 1990 and 2002, ASEAN strived towards integration, commencing close multi-

lateral relations between participating nations. Three events are worth noting in the stage:

a) In 1992, an agreement for the ASEAN Free Trade Area was concluded, to which operations began on 1 

January 2002;

b) In 1994, the ASEAN Regional Forum was established to start multilateral security cooperation;

c) In 1995, Vietnam was admitted and the four countries of the Indochina Peninsula followed, technically 

completing the process of integration.

Phase 2: 

From 2003 to the present, ASEAN has attempted to enhance cooperation amongst member states and further 

multilateral relations. Most notably, the 9th ASEAN Summit (7 October 2003) in Bali, Indonesia witnessed 

the signing of the ASEAN Concord Declaration II which suggested the formation of the ASEAN Community 

in 2020 and emphasized the three pillars for the development of the ‘Community’ are close connection in 

political security, economic-commercial development and  social culture.
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The three supporting pillars for an ASEAN Community are as follows:

a) The ASEAN Security Community (ASC) is envisaged to bring political and security cooperation within 

the organization to a higher plane;

b) The ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) aims to establish a stable, affluent and competitive economic 

community. An integrated economy which allows free flow of commodity, service and capital is to be 

achieved in 2020. In the AEC, member states progress equally and disparities in economic condition are 

set to be narrowed between participating nations;

c) The ASEAN Society-Cultural Community (ASCC) encourages the development of a Southeast Asia rich 

in tradition and culture of the region and as a community of care by showing concerns to women’s status, 

apparent gaps between the rich and the poor, public health, training and other cultural problems.

In November 2007, the 13th ASEAN Summit was held in Singapore, and the ‘ASEAN Charter’ was 

signed. It transformed the ASEAN from a loose organization into a more cohesive, effective and formalised 

‘community’.

Major points of the ASEAN Charter:

Objectives:

a) To maintain and strengthen the peace, security and stability of the region;

b) To keep the region free of nuclear weapons and prohibit the development of weapons of mass destruction;

c) To support democracy, judicial system and constitutional governments and provide a just, democratic, 

harmonious and peaceful environment for ASEAN residents;

d) To construct economic integration for a stable, affluent and single ASEAN market and production base 

for the free flow of products, services and capital that may encourage free movement of business talents, 

technical resources and labor. In turn, cooperation and mutual assistance is expected in eliminating 

poverty and reducing the gap between the rich and the poor;

e) To develop human resources and encourage participation from different sectors of society in 

strengthening the concept of an ASEAN family.
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Principles:

a) Insistence of non-interference in the internal affairs of member states;

b) Respect for the independence, sovereignty, equality, territorial integrity and ethnical identity of member 

states;

c) Insistence on settlement of disputes by peaceful means;

d) To strengthen consultation mechanism involving ASEAN common interests and settle disputes based 

on ASEAN rules and international common practice and resolve serious disputes by ASEAN Summit 

consultation.

Means of decision-making:

a) The ASEAN Summit is the highest decision-making body of the organization;

b) All decisions are to be made by consensus;

c) Disputes are to be settled at the ASEAN Summit.

The ASEAN Charter was approved by all participating member states on 15 December 2008, with 

effect from thereafter.

5. An overview of ASEAN’s structure

 5.1    The three layers 

In general, ASEAN is made up of 3-layer organisations:

a) Decision-making bodies: including the ASEAN Summit, Foreign Ministers’ Meeting and Economic 

Ministers’ Meeting;

b) Administrative bodies: including the Committee of Permanent Representatives  implementing and 

monitoring ASEAN decisions in policy-making and Secretariat (ASEAN’s administrative headquarter; in 

charge of the coordination of member states and implementing decisions during ASEAN meetings);

c) Coordinating bodies: including the ASEAN Coordinating Councils and the three Community Councils.
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In addition, ASEAN has 18 Sectoral Ministerial Boards in charge of different areas such as energy, 

labour and trade and a number of non-government and quasi-government organizations.

 5.2    Significance of the three layers

Apart from being the highest decision-making body, the ASEAN Summit is also the main mechanism 

that allows member states to discuss plans for regional cooperation. Presidency of the summit is on rotation 

and the summit was initially divided into two types: official and unofficial. It was later agreed that an official 

meeting would be held annually. 

The Foreign Ministers’ Meeting is held once or twice each year. Responsible for formulating the basic 

policies of the ASEAN, member states take turns in hosting the meeting.

The Committee of Permanent Representatives is mainly in charge of discussing ASEAN’s diplomatic 

policy and implementing specific plans in cooperation. On the other hand, the Economic Ministers’ Meeting 

is held once or twice a year,  discussing economic and trade cooperation between member states and serving 

as a decision-making body when called for.

The Secretariat of ASEAN is located in Jakarta, Indonesia.

 5.3    The ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF)

The ARF is another body that is worth mentioning. First held on 25 July 1994 in Bangkok, the Forum 

was established for the following reasons:

a) To preserve peace, stability and security in Southeast Asia;

b) To strengthen ASEAN member states in countering the rise of China;

c) To incorporate the United States in counter-balancing China and to strive for diplomatic exchange with 

Japan and India;

d) To strengthen ASEAN’s leadership role in Southeast Asian affairs in competing with emerging powers 

outside the region.

The ARF serves the following functions in the Southeast Asian region:

a) It propels mutual trust amongst member states through agreements such as the ‘Treaty of Amity and 

Cooperation’ and ‘the Southeast Asian Nuclear Weapons-Free Zone (SEANWFZ).’;
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b) ‘Preventive diplomacy’ is developed under the ARF, forestalling conflict between countries and 

emphasizing the importance and immediacy of diplomacy, further affirming the notion of diplomacy as 

the best method of resolving conflict;

c) Still ongoing, the ARF proposes the achievement of a conflict-resolving mechanism as the Forum’s 

ultimate goal.

6.  Operation and features

ASEAN Way

Unique in organizational structure, the ‘ASEAN Way’ of operation and principle of decision-making 

has the following features:

a) Pulling loosely-attached states without a decision-making core to work together in assuring their self-

interest whilst emphasizing equality in status so that the dominance of a single power within the region 

will be eliminated;

b) Stressing on the importance of ‘consensus’ and targeting ‘unanimous agreement’ after each internal 

consultation;

c) Pursuing the principle of ‘equal non-interference’ on the internal affairs of member states;

d) Demonstrating ‘informality’ outside formal consultations as seen in leaders discussing issues and at 

times, reaching an agreement in non-formal, private venues.
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7.  Future prospects

 7.1    The problems of ASEAN

A number of scholars hold the view that the future of ASEAN relies heavily on how new challenges 

are handled and eventually settled. Below is a summary of such challenges:

a) The problem of Burma: As Burma’s military government has long carried a low image in the international 

arena, her inclusion and participation in ASEAN is at times perceived as a potential obstacle to ASEAN’s 

cooperation with Japan and the West;

b) The question of leadership: Indonesia has always been playing the role of leader in ASEAN, but since 

1977 Indonesia’s international influence was on decline due to the economic recession brought about 

by the Asian financial crisis and long lasting internal unrest. Since 2000, Thailand, the Philippines and 

Malaysia have emerged as the leaders of ASEAN; on the other side, Singapore, being one of the ‘Four 

Asian Tigers’ has taken on the role of ‘adviser,’ sharing her experience of rapid economic development 

with other member states. The maintenance of such kind of framework is the key to the smooth 

development of the ASEAN in the future;

c) The doubtful progress of economic integration: although ASEAN has attempted to integrate members 

economically, the economic gap between members is too wide to draw them closer overnight. Take 

Singapore and Laos as example, the disparity in economy is so great.  The disparity of economy is 

certainly the greatest obstacle to further integration among the ten members of ASEAN;

d) The function of ASEAN ‘security community’: indeed the establishment of a security committee within 

ASEAN remains one of the organization’s ultimate goals, yet the practicality is doubtable. General 

observation shows that peace and security in Southeast Asia cannot rely solely on ASEAN; in turn, 

policies of major powers such as China, the United States, Japan and India ought to be included in the 

picture; 

e) Relations among member states: there are many problems and disputes which severed the relations of 

the member states such as extreme nationalism, economic disparity or cultural and religious differences. 

These complex problems are obstacles for betterment of the organization.
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 7.2    An overview of ASEAN’s relationship with China

7.2.1    Important events 

The development of ASEAN relations with the PRC has been one of endless ebbs and flows. Events 

worth taking note of can be found in Appendix II: Timeline of ASEAN-China Relations.

Appendix II : Timeline of ASEAN-China Relations

Date Event

18 January 1950 Sino-Vietnamese diplomatic relations was established

13 April 1950 Sino-Indonesian diplomatic relations commenced

8 June 1950 Sino-Burma diplomatic relations was established

1953 China and Burma jointly proclaimed the ‘Five Principles of Peaceful Co-
existence;’ the border treaty was further signed.

1954 The Philippines and Thailand joined the SEATO proposed by the USA, with 
Malaysia turning to the USA too. In this way, SE Asia became a U.S. military 
base to intervene in Indochina peninsula.

19 July 1958 Sino-Cambodian diplomatic relations was established.

1950s-1970s China supported the anti-American and anti-French movement in Vietnam.

30 September 1965 A military coup to overthrow the Sukarno regime and wipe out supporting 
Indonesian Communists took place in Indonesia (30 September Movement) 
under the military junta headed by Suharto. During the event, the Indonesian 
military accused China of supporting Sukarno from behind and incited an anti-
Chinese movement among the populace.

1967 Sino-Indonesian diplomacy was ended. 

8 August 1967 Leaning towards the United States, ASEAN was formed by the joint efforts of 
Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, the Philippines and Singapore. 
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Date Event

Early 1970s China’s seat in the United Nations was resumed, followed by a number of 
events that opened China to the outside world: U.S. President Nixon’s visit 
to China, the establishment of China’s diplomatic relations with Japan and 
a lot of countries in western Europe, South America and Africa. As a result, 
ASEAN changed its policy to China.

Mid-1970s The U.S. withdrew from the Indochina Peninsula and ASEAN suggested 
Southeast Asia as a zone of peace, freedom and neutrality.

31 May 1974 Sino-Malaysian diplomatic relations was established

9 June 1975 Sino-Philippine diplomatic relations was established

1 July 1975 Sino-Thailand diplomatic relations was established

1978 Vietnam sent troops to Cambodia.

1980s China worked with ASEAN in restoring Cambodia’s sovereignty and 
independence. China’s economic reforms and opening up promoted economic 
relations between ASEAN and China.

1990 Resumption of China’s diplomatic relations with Indonesia

3 October 1990 Sino-Singapore diplomatic relations was established

30 September 1991 Sino-Brunei diplomatic relations was established and relations with Vietnam 
was normalized.

1995-1999 In addition to the six member states of ASEAN, Vietnam, Burma, Laos 
and Cambodia joined, making it the largest regional organization in Asia. 
Notably, China’s diplomatic relations with all 10 member states was formally 
established.

1996 China attended the ASEAN Foreign Ministers’ Meeting as a full dialogue 
partner and became a dialogue partner of ASEAN from then on.

December 1997 Jiang Zemin, the President of the PRC, attended the ASEAN+ China, Japan, 
Korea (10+3) Summit, with individual meetings with leaders of the ASEAN, 
and issued the ‘Joint Statement of the 1st ASEAN-China Summit’ which laid 
the guiding principles of  mutual trust partnership with ASEAN in face of the 
21st century.
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Date Event

December 1998 Hu Jintao, the Vice President of the PRC, attended the 2nd Informal ASEAN-
China Summit (10+1) in Hanoi, the capital of Vietnam.

November 1999, 2000 
and 2001

Chinese Premier Zhu Rongji attended the 3rd, 4th and 5th ASEAN-China 
Leaders’ Summit held in the Philippines, Singapore and Brunei respectively. 
During the 5th summit, it was agreed to establish an ‘ASEAN-China Free 
Trade Area’ within 10 years. Moreover, Premier Zhu Rongji identified 
agriculture, information industry, human resources and the Mekong River 
area as new arenas of cooperation between China and ASEAN with the 
support of the ASEAN. In assisting the process of integration, Premier Zhu 
simultaneously offer favourable tariff arrangements for the least developing 
countries Laos, Burma and Cambodia.

November 2001 The China-ASEAN Business Council was established

6 October 2003 Premier Wen Jiabao signed the ‘Treaty of Amity and Cooperation in Southeast 
Asia’ in hopes of peacefully resolving disputes between China and ASEAN 
member states (i.e. sovereignty over the Spratly Islands), further shouldering 
the responsibility of keeping peace and stability in the Asian region.

Source: Huang Anyu ( 黃安余 ), Xin zhongguo waijiao shi (《新中國外交史》) (The New China Diplomacy; Beijing: People’s 

Publishing House, 2005), pp. 150-170. 

Entering into the 21st century, China and ASEAN relations are no longer purely political and 

diplomatic. Closer cooperation can be seen in economy, culture, information industry, human resources 

development and environmental protection.

China and ASEAN trade figures:

1. 1970s: Bilateral trade started between China and ASEAN;

2. 1975: total trade value of US$0.523 billion;

3. 1993: total trade value of US$10.7 billion;

4. 2001: total trade value of US$41.62 billion, an increase of 5.3% from that of 2000. Of the US$41.62 

billion, China’s exported a total of US18.39 billion with an increase of 6.9% and imported a total of 

US$232.3 billion, with an increase of 4.7%. There was a trade deficit of US$4.8 billion with 0.1% in 

favour of the ASEAN;
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5. 2002: total trade value of US$54.77 billion;

6. 2011: ASEAN was the third largest trading partner of China and China the largest trading partner of the 

ASEAN. Bilateral trade amounted to US$362.85 billion.

7.2.2    Change in perception towards China

After the Second World War, the perception of Southeast Asian countries towards China can be 

understood in three phases.

a) 1950s-1970s: China was regarded as a source of unease, resulting in hostility towards the country. In 

turn, Southeast Asian nations leaned towards the United States and was highly anti-Communist during 

the period;

b) Late 1970s-1980s: Following the downturn of Sino-Soviet relations, establishment of Sino-Japanese 

relations and improvement of Sino-American relations, Southeast Asian nations also came closer to 

China, though still lacking trust in China; 

c) Post-1990s: A number of perceptions emerged after China began to rise: was China a political ally, a 

competitor or a militarily powerful neighbour? Where did the ‘China threat’ come from? Should China 

be seen as an enormous commercial market or a savior of financial crisis? This showed how uneasy the 

ASEAN members feel.

7.2.3    Policy towards China - adjustments to direction and its major contents

Upon the end of the Cold War, the ASEAN policy towards China was greatly adjusted, of which can be 

identified in two separate phases.

a) Normalization (1990-1997): ASEAN member states tried to improve relations, particularly in trade with 

China during this stage. For instance, Singapore became China’s 5th largest foreign investor in the mid-

1990s and Indonesia also resumed diplomatic relations with China;

b)  Cooperation (1997- present): China is perceived as a savior of financial crisis owing to her rapid 

economic growth. Built on the foundation of cooperation in economy and trade, China and ASEAN have 

evolved to become multi-lateral strategic partners in politics, security and culture.
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China-ASEAN full engagement has brought about a number of breakthroughs in diplomacy which 

includes the impressive idea of an ASEAN-China Free Trade Area. Proposed in 2000 and affirmed in 2002, 

the Free Trade Area began operations on 1 January 2010.

On the other hand, China remains a threat to Southeast Asian countries, resulting in different opinions 

concerning the containment of China:

a) Indonesia and Malaysia:  Both of them are Muslim countries and have long anti-American tradition. 

Indonesia has a dream of “Great Power” while Malaysia has become attached to China for economic 

progress, but she leans unto the United States in politics and security;

b) Vietnam has more concerns towards ASEAN interests; she has attempted to establish close relations with 

the United States and Japan;

c) Burma and Thailand: both are pro-China, especially the military government of Burma which has got 

China’s assistance during her long period of isolation. However, both countries have sought India’s help 

to contain China;

d) The Philippines and Singapore:  obviously pro-American in terms of politics and security of Southeast 

Asia.
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