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Professor S. Jayakumar, Minister for Foreign Affairs and Minister for Law of Singapore,
addressed a breakfast policy briefing jointly organised by the European Policy Centre and the
European Institute for Asian Studies on 29 January on “New challenges facing ASEAN:
Singapore’s view point” A question and answer session followed. This is not an official record of
the proceedings, and specific remarks are not necessarily attributable.

Summary

There are “strong reasons” for closer ties between the European Union and the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), said Professor S. Jayakumar,
Minister for Foreign Affairs and Minister for Law of Singapore. The Minister said he felt
“heartened” after two days of meetings with EU Foreign Ministers in Brussels, sensing a
sense of renewed interest in Southeast Asia. He said he would return to Singapore
encouraged and optimistic that the relationship between the two sides would move
forward and meet the challenges posed within a changing context.

Why ASEAN Matters

In examining the challenges facing ASEAN, the Minister said he also thought about the
challenges facing the ASEAN-EU relationship. Putting himself in the shoes of a
Member of the European Parliament (MEP) or an EU Foreign Minister, the Minister




asked himself, @Why should | pay attention to Southeast Asia?° Should one conclude
that if ASEAN appears on one’s radar screen, should it be a big blip or a small blip?
The EU already had plenty on its plate such as eastward expansion and relations with
the United States, so why should it pay attention to Asia, and Southeast Asia and
ASEAN in particular?

Forming closer EU/ASEAN ties was a two-way street. For its part, ASEAN had to focus
on getting its act together and forging competitive advantages for 2European friends.°
The Minister outlined two 2very strong reasons® the ASEAN/EU relationship was
important: economic cooperation and security and strategic imperatives.

The 10 member countries of ASEAN combined had a potential market of 500 million
people. This was a 2major factor® that Europe should take into account. There were also
a number of positive trends in the region, such as China entering into negotiations to
forge a free trade agreement (FTA) with ASEAN. Japan, Korea and India had also
expressed interest in economic partnership agreements. In addition, President George
W Bush had recently announced the Enterprise for ASEAN initiative, offering the
prospect of bilateral FTAs between the US and ASEAN countries committed to
economic reform and openness. All of these developments showed that countries or
regions were positioning themselves to relate to ASEAN. Europe should also be a part
of this process.

For ASEAN, a great challenge lay ahead in determining how to make the bloc
competitive and attractive to foreign investors. A recent study by the McKinsey & Co.
consulting group urged several steps that ASEAN needed to undertake in order to
achieve this (e.g. accelerating the process of integration). As it pursued this path,
ASEAN had something to gain by studying the EU experience. @The EU can play a very
important role in interacting with ASEAN, and we can learn from your experience,’ the
Minister said.

Strategic and Security Imperatives

There were a number of strategic and security reasons for the EU to form closer ties
with  ASEAN. First, ASEAN countries were in a 2critical geopolitical situation,®
highlighted by important sea links. Second, Southeast Asia and ASEAN were at the
confluence of two major civilisations, namely emerging China and India (the latter
recently concluded its first summit with ASEAN). As a result, ASEAN was positioning
itself to be a key player in the region. The bloc also enjoyed a special role as a non-
controversial interlocutor for countries and regions outside Asia. The 23-member
ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), for example, brought together the 10 ASEAN countries
as well as countries such as the United States, Canada, China, the EU, India and
Japan, to discuss, in a non-formal setting, matters of security in the region. It was a
useful vehicle for Europe, the Americas and others to be engaged in regional security
issues.

The threat of terrorism impelled Europe to work closely with ASEAN, the Minister said,
adding, ®We have to join hands in battling this menace.® Nevertheless, the problem
could not be dealt with exclusively through international cooperation. Above all, the



threat emanated from small radical groups in the Islam population 2hijacking® religion for
their own cause. Noting that there were more Muslims in Southeast Asia than in the
Middle East, the Minister pointed out that majority of these were moderate, progressive
and tolerant of other religions. The real danger lay with forces towards radicalisation,
and it was in Europe’s interest to ensure that moderate- and tolerant-minded forces and
governments were successful. Europe must take an interest because the shape of the
political landscape had implications not just for Southeast Asia but also for the whole of
Europe-Asian relations.

There are 2strong reasons® for closer ties between the European Union and the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), said Professor S. Jayakumar,
Minister for Foreign Affairs and Minister for Law of Singapore. The Minister said he felt
aheartened? after two days of meetings with EU Foreign Ministers in Brussels, sensing a
sense of renewed interest in Southeast Asia. He said he would return to Singapore
encouraged and optimistic that the relationship between the two sides would move
forward and meet the challenges posed within a changing context.

Discussion

One participant suggested two lessons ASEAN could draw from the EU model.
First, customs unions were a remnant of the 19™ century, and free trade was
appropriate for the 21%. Second, the participant urged ASEAN countries to stick to
bilateral and multilateral deals rather than follow the EU route of ceding their power to a
heavily centralised institution. The Minister replied 2We must look at the good points of
European integration and adapt it for ourselves.° A free trade agreement between
Singapore and the EU could be a 2building block® for ASEAN-EU cooperation, though it
would not be easy to achieve.

In response to another question, the Minister said that ASEAN was watching with great
interest the way in which the EU had evolved, both in terms of size as well as
competencies. Asked whether ASEAN would integrate the same way in which
Europe has, the Minister said he doubted that ASEAN would take the same path.
ASEAN was highly unlikely to expand considerably beyond the 10 members, and the
current focus was now on economic integration. Unlike the EU, ASEAN countries have
considerably diverse constitutional and political systems, laws and levels of economic
development. Given this diversity, ASEAN must determine how to manage it and yet
have a minimum commitment to economic development and cooperation.

Even if the events of September 11 had not happened, it would still be necessary for
peoples of different regions to und erstand the values of cultures and societies that
have shaped our world. Various countries in Asia were experiencing a 2heightened
religiosity.® Although this in itself was not a problem, one must be concerned about
radical minority groups seeking to exploit religion for ulterior motives and terrorism. At
the same time, we must ensure that there was no alienation of the Muslin people and
that other groups did not falsely point the finger at them. @There has to be a constant
effort to understand each other’s cultures and religions,® the Minister said, explaining
the motivation behind the Dialogue for Civilisation initiative.



The Minister emphasised Singapore's commitment to free trade, adding that it had
always been a strong supporter of the WTO process. Global free trade and
liberalisation was essential to Singapore, and everything possible must be done to
ensure a successful Doha round. An important part of this was bringing developing
countries on board. The development aspect of the trade round must not be lost, the
Minister argued.

Myanmar

Asked about his position on Myanmar, the ASEAN member country with a notorious
human-rights record, the Minister first explained that in contrast to the EU, ASEAN had
never imposed conditions on countries joining the bloc. The forms of government varied
widely, from Vietnam, with its vestiges of the Communist party, to the city-state of
Singapore with popular elections. Despite these differences, ASEAN was still going
strong more than 35 years after its foundation. Specifically addressing the Myanmar
issue, the Minister asked whose interest would be served if ASEAN were to impose
conditions and the country said no. He said there were 2good strategic regions® why
ASEAN admitted Myanmar and that it was important for leaders within the region to
have a regular dialogue with leaders of Myanmar. A dialogue between EU leaders and
the Myanmar government was also important. Although this was forbidden within the
EU, at the last EU/ASEAN summit in Southeast Asia, five EU Foreign Ministers asked
‘pointed questions' of the Myanmar representatives. The Minister would like to see
continued dialogue of this sort.

One participant noted that the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) had no real power and
asked whether the EU should play a pro-active role in the Forum. The Minister
conceded that while the ARF did not have real teeth, it had never been envisaged as a
security council for Asia. Instead, its real value lay in providing a forum, 2outside the
glare of publicity,° for discussions between countries on what could be sensitive
security matters. While this comfort level had not always been there, it had evolved
through the years.

The key principle behind free trade agreements was opening of economies and the
reduction of tariff barriers. They send an important 2strategic signal® as well. The
Minister urged the EU to consider a free trade agreement with ASEAN or
Singapore. Europe had been a long-time player in Asia, he said, adding that it was
important for the EU to signal its engagement in the region. Should ASEAN only have a
few suitors wooing it, Europe definitely should be among them.

One participant asked whether current proposals for the reform of EU institutions
would pose a problem for Singapore or ASEAN: specifically, the suggestion of
having a President of the European Commission, the EU executive institution, serve
alongside a President of the Council, representing EU governments. The Minister said
he did not see that as a major obstacle. Currently ASEAN countries already had
different negotiating partners at EU level in different matters, such as Commissioner
Pascal Lamy on trade and individual governments on economic matters. If the EU were
to have two Presidents, then it would make similar arrangements accordingly.



Trade liberalisation

There was growing recognition in ASEAN of the fact that the service sector must be
opened up. There were already provisions in free trade agreements with Australia and
the United States dealing with services. Countries increasingly had to come to grips
with this question. Though agriculture was always a 2spiky® issue, it was not one for
Singapore, which for this reason was able to conclude a free trade agreement with
Japan within a relatively short time.

Asked what ASEAN could do to attract foreign investment, especially from
multinational corporations, the Minister said that although important progress had been
made, there was much more work to be done. @We cannot be satisfied with what we
have now, we have to press on or we will lose out.® But it will take some time to come
up with the right model. There was growing recognition that each country in ASEAN
must get its own act together. Foreign corporations must also be made to recognise
that investing in Asia should not be limited to the large countries such as China; in other
words, they must not put all their eggs in one basket and consider Southeast Asia as an
attractive option. 2Come and have a look at ASEAN.°

The last question concerned the Minister's stance on the looming prospect of war
with Iraq and the North Korean nuclear issue. Concerning the latter, the Minister
said it was imperative that the international community send a signal to North Korea to
reverse its decision. On the former, he stressed that Irag comply with all the resolutions
of the United Nations Security Council. He warned that a conflict would have profound
consequences both on the world economy and in the political arena. Any conflict should
focus on the UN Security Council resolutions alone and not be presented as being
directed against the Muslim people. If this were not the case, this would only aggravate
the situation of radical groups trying to use religion for political purposes.

On the Behalf of the European Policy Centre and the European Institute for Asian
Studies, the chairman of the meeting John Palmer thanked Professor Jayakumar, for
the full response he had given to such a wide range of questions. The questions and
the size of the audience for the briefing by Professor Jayakumar reflected the growing
interest in Europe regarding the development and future evolution of ASEAN.

The transcription o Prof. Jayakumar speed has been provided by the European Policy Centre
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