
1 

ISSN 2335-6677 

#9 
2015 

Singapore | 13 Feb 2015 

ASEAN Community 2015: What’s In It For 
the Region?  

By Moe Thuzar* 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

• At the dawn of 2015, the year identified for accomplishing an integrated regional
community for members of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN),
there is much curiosity about what has been accomplished. The reality on the ground
does indicate that 2015 will be another signpost in ASEAN’s quest for regional
integration.

• 2015 is an accelerated date for announcing the ASEAN Community, the original year
for its achievement being 2020. While the notion of an integrated region encompasses
political, economic, and socio-cultural dimensions, more focus has been on economic
matters.

• ASEAN’s nascent signs of integration are most visible in economic cooperation.
Although this may not be immediately visible to the man on the street, there seems to
be a nascent sense of community developing among the younger generation.
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• Ultimately, the success of regional integration will be measured by whether the
citizens of ASEAN nations feel a sense of participation in the various processes.

*Moe Thuzar is Lead Researcher (Socio-Cultural) at the ASEAN Studies Centre at the Institute of
Southeast Asian Studies, Singapore. This paper assesses the ASEAN 2015 process from an integrated 
standpoint. A shorter version appeared in the Kyoto Review of Southeast Asia (Issue 16, Dec.2014) 
Young Academic’s Voice Forum.  
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INTRODUCTION 

As 2015 begins, discussions and speculation are increasing about the trends and 
achievements of regional integration under the framework of the 48-year old Association for 
Southeast Asian Nations or ASEAN. This is to be expected, since the date set for 
accomplishing a “single” ASEAN Community – 31 December 2015 – is looming near. Much 
of the speculation is centred on the achievement of the ASEAN Economic Community 
(AEC), and conflates the deadlines – which are the same – for AEC, and the ASEAN 
Community which encompasses political, economic and social cooperation. Priorities of the 
ASEAN Political Security Community (APSC) and the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community 
(ASCC) do not seem to resonate as significantly as those of the AEC among the general 
public. This illustrates the perennial challenge that ASEAN faces in communicating regional 
integration objectives to wider audiences. The overwhelming focus on the economic aspect of 
the ASEAN Community also indicates where the impact of regional integration is mainly 
perceived to be felt. 

This paper assesses the achievements and future directions of regional integration in general 
in the year of ASEAN’s most celebrated signpost to date.  

ASEAN: THE STORY SO FAR 

Regional integration is not new to ASEAN. Since its establishment on 8 August 1967, the 
vision has been to bring about “a Southeast Asian region of peace, freedom and prosperity for 
their peoples”. Successive vision statements made by ASEAN heads of state/government 
over the decades have reaffirmed and expanded this aspiration. In 1997, the ASEAN Vision 
2020 statement (under Malaysia’s chairmanship) put across the notion of a single community 
in Southeast Asia, which, by 2020 would be: “a concert of Southeast Asian nations, outward-
looking, living in peace, stability and prosperity, bonded together in partnership in a just, 
democratic, and harmonious environment, dynamic development and ever-closer economic 
integration and in a community of caring societies, conscious of its ties of history, aware of 
its shared cultural heritage and bound by a common regional identity .”  

This was the first conscious attempt by ASEAN to pull together the different spheres of 
regional cooperation – political, economic and social – that had, up to then, pursued largely 
separate paths. The Vision 2020 goals were further qualified by the 9th ASEAN Summit in 
2003, which highlighted the “closely intertwined and mutually reinforcing” nature of the 
three community pillars. This set the current course for regional integration. Integration 
measures to be undertaken region-wide are identified in individual “blueprints” for the 
political/security, economic, and socio-cultural spheres of regional cooperation.  

The date for achieving this vision was shortened from 2020 to 2015 at the 12th ASEAN 
Summit in January 2007. ASEAN got around to consolidating the different blueprints and a 
work plan for narrowing the gap among ASEAN countries only in 2009, two years after the 
AEC blueprint was adopted at the 13th ASEAN Summit in November 2007. At the 21st 
ASEAN Summit in 2013, the deadline to announce an integrated ASEAN Community was 
pushed back to 31 December 2015.  
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Peace 
 
ASEAN as a political and security community has been its raison d’être since it was first 
established. One may even argue that ASEAN has been a political community since 1967. It 
is the political ASEAN that has worked to prevent conflict from escalating into war in the 
region; keeping the major powers engaged in Southeast Asia through processes such as the 
ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), the ASEAN Plus Three, and more recently, the East Asia 
Summit (EAS); and establishing a rules-based foundation for inter-state relations through 
instruments such as the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (TAC) in Southeast Asia, and the 
ASEAN Charter.  
 
The political ASEAN has also had its speed-bumps. The most prominent in recent years was 
the failure in 2012 to reach a common position regarding the activities of claimant states in 
the South China Sea. This highlighted the reality of tensions between perceptions of what 
constitutes the best interests for member states and for the mutual benefit of the region. Yet, 
in 2014, under a comprehensive regional theme – “Moving forward in unity towards a 
peaceful and prosperous Community” – ASEAN members issued stronger-worded collective 
statements on the South China Sea, while engaging in multi-layered diplomacy that struck a 
balance between regional commitments to accomplish together with China a Code of 
Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea, and the significant bilateral relations of some 
ASEAN members with China. This has led China to indicate its willingness (in July 2014) to 
“push for an early conclusion” of the Code’s negotiations1.  
 
The South China Sea discussions are where ASEAN “Track Two” diplomacy can continue to 
help build confidence, enhance cooperation and prevent conflict. ASEAN’s evolving role in 
conflict prevention and resolution also requires further discussion, as does the role of the 
newly established ASEAN Institute for Peace and Reconciliation. The Comprehensive 
Agreement on Bangsamoro signed between the Government of the Philippines and the Moro 
Islamic Liberation Front provides an insight into an emerging role for ASEAN. Several 
ASEAN members, especially Malaysia, Indonesia and Brunei Darussalam, contributed to the 
successful conclusion of the agreement2

.  
 
As regards the peaceful settlement of disputes, ASEAN’s informal mechanisms and “quiet 
diplomacy” are still viewed as the practical way to tackle difficult issues in the region.  
 
 
Prosperity 
 
ASEAN was one of the first developing regions to adopt an outward-oriented development 
strategy. There were earlier attempts to integrate the region’s markets in the two decades 
following its establishment, but ASEAN took its first big step in 1992, with the agreement to 

                                                             
1 The caveat, however, in Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi’s statement on the sidelines of the ASEAN 
Ministerial Meeting and post-ministerial dialogue discussions in July 2014 is that the process is to be “through 
consensus”. http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/china/2014-08/10/c_133544829.htm  
2 ASEAN Secretariat, 2014. ASEAN Annual Report 2013-2014 
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create an ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA). AFTA deliberately started small, with many key 
details left open regarding its ultimate size and shape. The region’s free trade area is now 
essentially in place although domestic acceptance and enforcement of regional commitments 
is an ongoing topic of debate, fuelling scepticism about ASEAN’s ability to achieve the AEC 
by 2015. ASEAN’s external economic relations have met with greater success; several FTAs 
with countries throughout the world, including with China and India, are in place. They now 
form the basis of discussions for a Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) 
that is to be announced together with the AEC at the end of 2015.  
 
The AEC aims to create a unified market and production base by 2015 via free flow of goods, 
services, foreign direct investment (FDI) and skilled labour and a freer flow of capital. The 
17th ASEAN Summit in October 2010 adopted a Master Plan on ASEAN Connectivity 
(MPAC), with the rationale that a well-connected region is a sine qua non for the free flow of 
goods, services, investments, and peoples. The MPAC highlights linkages within ASEAN as 
well as with external partners, specifically in East Asia, to stimulate economic growth and 
bridge regional disparities. The MPAC’s current plan of action has a timeframe of 2011-2015 
to improve: land, maritime and air infrastructure development; ICT and energy linkages; 
legal and institutional mechanisms to facilitate trade and investment flows; and education, 
cultural, and tourism linkages in the region.  

 
Connecting the region’s archipelagic and mainland states requires substantial funding. The 
estimate need is for more than US$60 billion a year up to 2020, to bridge infrastructure gaps 
in road, rail and electricity in the region. A US$ 485.2 million ASEAN Infrastructure Fund 
(AIF) was launched in May 2012 to finance the MPAC priority projects. The Asian 
Development Bank (ADB) is involved in both the implementation of the Master Plan and the 
AIF. The AIF started its lending operations in 2013, but its shareholders list (comprising all 
ten ASEAN members) was completed only in 2014 with Myanmar’s accession.  
  
Despite challenges, AEC implementation has been the most visible area of regional 
integration, mainly due to its quantitative (and quantifiable) targets. At the regional level, the 
AEC Scorecard tracks performance of the AEC Blueprint goals, of which over 80% has been 
completed. The public version of the AEC Scorecard has drawn some criticism, mainly 
because it monitors process outcomes rather than the actual impact of regional integration 
measures.  
 
 
People 
 
The ASCC’s focus is on improving the lives of the people of ASEAN through collaborative 
programmes and projects. ASCC measures are largely cross-cutting issues for human and 
social development arising from the impact of economic integration. They include broad 
priorities to ensure the welfare and protection of citizens, including access to healthcare, 
education and employment; addressing common challenges to health, and to the environment; 
and cooperation in scientific and technical fields for economic development and progress.  
 
The ASCC priorities thus highlight the need for dialogue with the economic sectors, 
especially on inter-related topics that touch on the impact of trade and economic 
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competitiveness. For example, natural disasters, environmental (and haze) pollution, and the 
loss of biodiversity have implications for economic development. ASEAN’s efforts to 
respond to emergencies and humanitarian assistance are also related to the need to be 
prepared for pandemic disease outbreaks, the threat of which was first brought to the region’s 
attention during the SARS outbreaks of 2003. The development of human resources to meet 
the demands of a knowledge economy requires the mobilisation of science and technology 
resources and linking ICT networks to create an environment for life-long learning and 
innovation. Strengthening ASEAN’s research and development collaboration in strategic and 
enabling technologies could result in products and services that improve the quality of life in 
the region. 
 
 
HOW INTEGRATED IS ASEAN? 
 
One can argue that ASEAN is already a community, mainly because the member states – and 
the numerous dialogue and development partners – have willed it to be so. Yet, there are 
views expressing doubt about ASEAN’s ability to create a single market and production base 
by 2015. In response, analysts and experts are qualifying that 2015 is not a be-all and end-all 
goal for ASEAN integration, but part of the “work-in-progress” nature of regional 
cooperation. Scepticism notwithstanding, ASEAN does show nascent signs of integration. 
The most visible is in the area of economic cooperation, as the following figures on various 
aspects of trade and investment illustrate. 
 
Figure 1 shows the proportion of intra-ASEAN trade in the region’s total trade over 1998-
2010. 1998 marked the year of ASEAN’s gradual recovery from the 1997 Asian financial 
crisis. Over 1998-2010, the share of intra-ASEAN trade rose steadily, reaching about 25% of 
total trade in ASEAN in 2003. The proportion of intra-ASEAN trade has since remained 
relatively stable at about a quarter of total ASEAN trade. It appears that the prevailing 
proportion of intra-ASEAN trade is consistent with the current economic structure of the 
region, though this may change as the structure evolves further. 
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Figure 1: Intra-Asean Trade VS Total Asean Trade (US$ Millions) 

 

 

 
Source: ASEAN Community in Figures 2013, ASEAN Secretariat 
 
 
 
Figure 2 shows that among ASEAN’s main trading partners, China’s share of the total trade 
has risen since 1998, while those of Japan, EU and the US have declined. Figure 2.1 shows 
that among the newer member states of ASEAN, Myanmar is the most dependent on intra-
regional trade, while Vietnam is the least dependent.  
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Figure 2: % Share of Major Trade Partners in Asean’s Total Trade 
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Figure 2.1: % Share of Intra-Asean Trade in Total Trade, 2012 

  

 

 
Source for Figures 2 and 2.1: ASEAN Community in Figures 2013, ASEAN Secretariat 
 
 
 
In terms of absolute value of trade, Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand and Indonesia have the 
largest share of the intra-regional trade, followed by Vietnam and the Philippines. It appears 
that the more open economies in ASEAN are also those with the largest share of intra-
regional trade (Figure 3).  
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Figure 3: Asean Countries’ % Shares of Intra-Asean Trade – 2012 

 

 

 
Source: ASEAN Community in Figures 2013, ASEAN Secretariat 

 
 
 

Foreign direct investment (FDI) inflow statistics show a different aspect of ASEAN’s 
integration story. Intra-ASEAN FDI rose from 11.1% in 2003 to 20.1% in 2008. These are 
percentages of total FDI inflows into the region over the period. The uptrend was interrupted 
during the 2008-09 global financial crisis, which saw the intra-regional FDI flows dropping 
significantly in line with overall FDI inflows. However, this appears to be recovering in line 
with the region’s continuing recovery from the crisis. In terms of FDI inflows, Singapore tops 
the list with a 46.6% share, reflecting its position as the regional hub (Figure 4).  
 
These figures suggest that ASEAN is integrating gradually. Perhaps this is the fastest that the 
process can progress, given the numerous challenges that have to be overcome. Unblocking 
the various roadblocks to closer integration – particularly in the institutional processes that 
will facilitate greater flows of goods and services across borders – has occupied and will 
continue to occupy much of ASEAN officials’ time and attention. At the same time, 
ASEAN’s outward-looking policy requires that ASEAN members also emphasise strong 
economic and political ties with others outside the region. Indeed, one can argue that without 
these ties, ASEAN Community-building, especially the AEC, will be worse off. 
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Figure 4: % Share of Total FDI Inflow 

 

 
 
Source: ASEAN Community in Figures 2013, ASEAN Secretariat 
 
 
 
WHAT LIES AHEAD?  
 
In and beyond 2015, the biggest challenge for ASEAN lies in getting the people on board the 
community-building train. To the man in the street, ASEAN’s progress is not immediately 
visible, despite the facilitative measures that ASEAN has put into place for university 
networking, greater ease of travel across the region, youth camps and educational fora, 
numerous workshops and venues for sharing information and lessons on social and human 
development challenges, and capacity-building – especially in the newer ASEAN member 
states – for fuller participation in the regional economic processes.  
 
Thus, the perception continues that ASEAN cooperation is a venue more about high politics 
and diplomacy rather than about day-to-day issues that affect the 600 million people in 
Southeast Asia. Diplomacy has little outward impact on peoples’ lives, but diplomatic efforts 
have been the facilitating force for ASEAN’s regional initiatives. Considerably more effort is 
needed to communicate regional cooperation to the people in a way that the average citizen 
can identify with. An encouraging development is a nascent sense of community developing 
among the younger generation in ASEAN member states.  
 
A survey carried out in 2007 among undergraduate students of ten “leading” universities in 
the region (one from each ASEAN member state) indicated that about 75% of the 
respondents felt that they were citizens of ASEAN, although at individual country-levels 
there was considerable diversity in attitudes towards ASEAN and its processes, ranging from 
the ambivalent and sceptical (in Singapore and Myanmar) to strong enthusiasm (in 
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Cambodia, Lao PDR and Vietnam). Economic and development cooperation topped the 
priorities for regional cooperation, as the respondents felt that these areas were more 
important than political or defence cooperation3. The survey is currently undergoing an 
update, to compare how attitudes have (or have not) changed since 2007. The findings – 
which are scheduled for a launch in 2015 – will be relevant to an ASEAN pre-occupied with 
examining regional identity and efforts for community-building. Preliminary analyses of 
responses indicate that ASEAN is largely seen as a useful venue for cooperation among its 
member states.  
 
Ultimately, ASEAN’s integration will be measured by the extent to which citizens of ASEAN 
nations feel a sense of participation in the various regional processes. The expectation that 
people will get enthusiastic about ASEAN once they know what the regional initiatives and 
programmes are4, is now giving way to a realisation that ASEAN is still uneven in 
formulating and implementing regional cooperation initiatives. This is where the 
cosmopolitan ASEAN (Quayle, 2013) comes in. This new process of communicating 
ASEAN to the people is described as “engaging the whole person and encouraging debate”. 
Examples can be found in the level of awareness generated by proactive administrators on 
social media platforms such as Facebook5. These platforms provide wider opportunities for 
debate, which in turn generates interest for further information and research.  
 
The ASEAN Curriculum Sourcebook, produced in 20126, is a positive step towards 
encouraging the emergence of the cosmopolitan ASEAN citizen. It is now cited as an 
educational resource for encouraging people-to-people connectivity with its main value being 
in the topicality of the learning activities, which tackle ‘sensitive’ issues that ASEAN faces 
today: ethnic and religious conflicts; migration; human rights; the difficulties of consensus; 
and the hard choice member states face between national and regional interests.  
 
Educators and those in the business of promoting and sharing awareness of ASEAN priorities 
and processes will continue to find the Sourcebook a useful resource.  
 
There is now a wider space for a two-way communication and information flow. The 
ASEAN Communications Master Plan was launched at the 25th ASEAN Summit in Nay Pyi 
Taw on 12 November 2014. A three-year plan to communicate how ASEAN is creating 

                                                             
3 Thompson, Eric. C. and Thienthai, Chulanee, 2008. Attitudes and Awareness Towards ASEAN: Findings of a 
Ten-Nation Survey, Singapore: ISEAS. 
4 Quayle, Linda, 2013. Promoting “Diplomatic” or “Cosmopolitan” Culture?: Interrogating ASEAN-Focused 
Communication Initiatives, Contemporary Southeast Asia/ edited by Ian J. Storey, Vol.35, No.1, April 2013, 
Singapore:ISEAS.  
5 Several Facebook pages promoting ASEAN awareness have emerged since the social media revolution swept 
through Southeast Asia. The most popular – with the largest number of members – seems to be the “ASEAN 
Community” Facebook group, established in 2011. It has grown to 253,148 “likes” as of 28 January 2015. The 
group has a rota system for daily and weekly posting responsibility among administrators from each ASEAN 
country, and emphasizes on socio-cultural communications rather than political messaging. 
6 ASEAN, 2012. ASEAN Curriculum Sourcebook. http://www.asean.org/resources/publications/asean-
publications/item/asean-curriculumsourcebook 
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opportunities for citizens in the member states, its implementation will oversee the milestones 
of the 2015 ASEAN Community announcement, and the 50th anniversary of ASEAN in 2017. 
The most visible outcome will be more information and discussion on the expected benefits 
and outcomes of ASEAN integration. This, and the engagement with academics, think tanks 
and civil society, will help ensure that communication is a two-way process.  
 
ASEAN is more than political headlines, and development issues relevant to it are multi-
dimensional. Identifying with ASEAN invokes familiarity with the reality of its trajectory. 
This is shaped and informed by the inputs and interactions from the region’s 620 million-
strong populace. Information on regional cooperation thus remains a crucial element for 
community-building, whether domestic or regional. Regional initiatives still fall largely 
within the domain of decision-makers, but the habit of being a citizen of the region can only 
be accomplished by the people themselves. 2015 will hopefully mark ASEAN’s taking a step 
towards engendering this habit in its policies, processes of regional cooperation, and its 
peoples. At the same time, the constant need to remain relevant, and participate actively on 
the international stage provides the imperative for ASEAN to start planning for the region’s 
post-2015 landscape.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


