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The Philippines: Suspended in Transition
Raymund Quilop

Reeling from a successful 2017 ASEAN 
Chairmanship, presiding over the 
association’s 50th year anniversary, the 
Philippines could very well have been 
on its way to playing a strategic role, 
at least in Southeast Asian affairs. In 
the previous year (2016), the country 
also hosted the Asia Pacific Economic 
Cooperation (APEC) meetings.

Despite the prominence of these 
activities, the Philippines appears 
to be suspended in transition with 
domestic politics dominating the 
country’s national landscape, a trend 
that will persist into next year as 
mid-term elections are slated to be 
held in May 2019. This has kept the 
country from being foreign policy 
focused and induced the government 
to be domestically oriented. Domestic 
developments have ensured the 
administration’s preoccupation with 
political survival throughout 2018. 
From prosecution by the International 
Criminal Court in early 2018 to 

ouster plots by the political opposition 
(codenamed: Red October and White 
December) in the last quarter of 2018, 
the current administration has been 
besieged on multiple fronts.

In February 2018, the Prosecutor 
of the International Criminal Court 
launched a “preliminary examination 
[regarding] crimes allegedly committed 
in [the Philippines] since at least 1 
July 2016, in the context of the “war 
on drugs” campaign launched by 
the Government of the Philippines.” 
Manila would, in the following month, 
withdraw from Rome Statute, the 
ICC’s founding treaty, with a formal 
notification being deposited with the 
United Nations on March 17.

As the year moved into the last 
quarter, the Philippine military 
announced that it has uncovered a 
plot by the political opposition and 
communist insurgents to topple the 
administration, supposedly to be 

executed in October and therefore 
labelled Red October. After the 
exposure of the October plot, it was 
allegedly rescheduled for December, 
attracting the new label of White 
December.

Leadership changes at the senior 
political level appear to be a staple 
of Philippine national life. But 
while evicting the President out of 
the Presidential Palace was little 
more than a rhetorical flourish, 
ousting the Speaker of the House of 
Representatives was a reality. As the 
President was about to deliver his 
State of the Nation address in June to 
mark the opening of the Congressional 
year, the Speaker of the House, a close 
ally of the President was replaced by 
Representative Gloria Macapagal-
Arroyo, the former Philippine 
President and now a member of 
Congress representing her home 
province.

Marine Core Base Hawaii, July 2018. Australian soldiers and Philippine Marines during beach insertion rehearsal.  Source: Sgt. Zachary Orr, U.S. Marine Corps.
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The leadership change stole the 
limelight, eclipsing even the intended 
highlight of the Congressional 
opening: the signing by the President 
of the Bangsamoro Organic Law that 
resulted from the peace negotiations 
with the Moro Islamic Liberation 
Front and is expected to end the 
decades-long secession problem in 
the country’s southernmost island of 
Mindanao.

Even the Philippine Supreme Court, 
which was supposed to be “spared” 
from sudden leadership changes, 
had its Chief Justice removed 
from office in May 2018 when her 
colleagues affirmed a petition that 
her appointment to the position 
be declared void from the start (ab 
initio). Appointed as Chief Justice 
by the former president in 2012, 
she was supposed to head the 
Supreme Court until she retires in 
2030. An impeachment complaint 
against her was filed in the House 
of Representatives in 2017, with the 
House conducting public hearings 
from August of that year. If the 
House supported impeachment, 
the case would have been tried by 
the Philippine Senate acting as an 
impeachment tribunal. However, 
just as the House was about to 
conclude its proceedings and arrive 
at a determination on whether or not 
to bring the case to the Senate, the 
Solicitor General intervened. In what 
has become a buzzword in Philippine 
political and legal circles, the Solicitor 
General filed a quo warranto case 
against the Chief Justice arguing 
that the appointment was void from 
the outset because she had failed to 
submit all the required documents. 
This action rendered the impeachment 
proceedings in the House superfluous.

Declaring matters void from the start 
appears to have become something of 
a trend. In September, the President 
issued a proclamation voiding the 
amnesty granted by his predecessor to 
a former military mutineer who had 
since become a Senator and a vocal 

critic of the President. The contention 
was that, as the application papers 
could not be found, the amnesty was 
void from the outset and the Senator 
at risk of arrest on revived charges of 
rebellion and mutiny.

This almost sparked a political 
crisis. With the Senate Leadership 
insisting that a member could not 
be arrested while inside the Senate’s 
premises, the Senator stayed within 
the Senate for weeks as government 
prosecutors eventually filed motions 
in two separate courts for the 
issuance of arrest warrants for 
each of the charges, rebellion and 
coup d’état. Interestingly, while the 
court concerned with the rebellion 
charges issued an arrest warrant, 
the court dealing with the coup d’état 
charge refused to do so. Both courts 
dismissed their respective cases in 
2011. Fortunately for the Senator, he 
was allowed to post bail for the case 
of rebellion which he had been issued 
an arrest warrant for. The picture 
would have been different if the arrest 
warrant had been issued for the 
charge of coup d’état.

Given these events, there is a 
strengthening perception among 
political observers that the current 
administration may be trying to 
silence its critics, what with the case of 
one Senator being put in jail on drug 
charges, a chief justice being removed 
from office and another senator whose 
amnesty was revoked.

While one of the key tenets of 
democratic governance is changes 
in leaderships, such changes are 
expected to occur in accordance with 
an accepted set of parameters and 
within an expected timeframe. While 
the prospect of sudden replacement 
could inspire leaders and officials to 
superior performance, it could just as 
readily prevent officials from focusing 
on their duties and prompt them to 
concentrate instead on preserving 
their positions. Thus, while changes 
are expected shortly after a change 

in administration, such changes are 
typically supposed to be undertaken 
within about one year. Stability should 
follow thereafter if policies are to be 
adequately formulated and programs 
and projects effectively implemented.

Worse, each of these political issues 
has actually sparked intense political 
debates not only among academics and 
analysts but even among the wider 
public. The unfortunate consequence 
has been deepening divisions, 
hardening attitudes and a diminishing 
willingness to compromise within the 
broader Filipino community.

On the security front, there is a 
growing perception that the current 
Philippine administration has de facto 
given up on the nation’s stakes in the 
South China Sea. Manila’s friendly 
and accommodating approach to China 
is seen by some analysts essentially as 
a Philippine pivot to China and away 
from the US, its traditional defence 
ally. While the government claims 
that it has consistently filed diplomatic 
protests against China’s activities in 
those parts of the South China Sea 
which are also part of the Philippines’ 
Exclusive Economic Zone, government 
critics say that Manila has been 
silent and in fact is the one that gave 
in to Beijing’s pressure not to push 
through with the planned construction 
of fishermen’s shelter on a sandbar 
adjacent to one of the Philippine-
occupied islands.

Security analysts and maritime 
experts were also alarmed when, 
in early 2018, the government gave 
approval for a Chinese research ship 
to conduct marine scientific research 
in the Benham Rise. Renamed as 
Philippine Rise in 2017 by Manila, 
the area has been confirmed as 
part of the Philippine extended 
continental shelf by the United 
Nations Commission on the Limits of 
the Continental Shelf in 2012, three 
years after Manila mounted the claim 
in 2009. The area is believed to be 
rich in natural gas and also heavy 
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metals. Amidst criticisms, the Palace 
defended its approval, insisting that 
only China had the means to conduct 
such “capital intensive” research. 
Maritime experts, however, pointed 
out that Filipino scientists, funded by 
the Philippine government, have long 
been conducting scientific research in 
the area.

Analysts fear that the Philippine Rise, 
which was previously not contested by 
any other party, may soon be claimed 
by Beijing, an apprehension that 
gained ground when it was learned 
in February 2018 that China has 
succeeded in officially registering 
with the International Hydrographic 
Organization (IHO) Chinese names 
for five undersea features in the 
Philippine Rise. The Philippine 
government subsequently requested 
the IHO reverse its decision but the 
organisation declined, saying that 
UNCLOS has “legally no explicit effect 
with regard to the naming of undersea 
features in EEZs.”

Amidst the growing public outcry 
against the seeming inability or 
perceived unwillingness of the 
government to be more determined in 
resisting China, whether in the South 
China Sea or in the Philippine Rise, 
the President, in a pronouncement 
in August that surprised almost 
everyone, warned China to temper 
its behaviour in the South China Sea. 
He likewise called on Beijing not to 
undertake oil exploration in disputed 
areas of the South China Sea. In 
contrast, however, Manila and Beijing 
hope in the near future to agree on 
joint exploration arrangements in the 
South China Sea. For some observers, 
this would totally contravene the 
Permanent Court of Arbitration’s 
ruling in favour of the Philippines in 
July 2016.

Beyond these maritime and territorial 
disputes, the Philippines faces a 
myriad of security challenges that 
need to be confronted. Violent 
extremism and radicalism, and 

domestic insurgency are some of 
them. Sustaining a program of 
defence modernisation is imperative. 
The year 2018, however, kicked off 
with a not so pleasant development, 
the cancellation of USD 300 million 
defence deal for Canada to deliver 16 
transport helicopters to the Armed 
Forces of the Philippines. Fearing 
that the helicopters would be used for 
counter terrorism and internal security 
operations instead of humanitarian 
assistance and disaster response as 
the contract provides, Vancouver 
decided to review the deal. The review 
prompted the Philippines to cancel the 
agreement.

A positive development, however, took 
place later in 2018 with the delivery 
and successful testing of surface-to-
surface missiles from Israel. These 
were installed in the Navy’s Multi-
Purpose Attack Craft. A helicopter 
spare parts deal with Japan was 
likewise entered into, enabling the Air 
Force to receive parts for its UH-IH 
helicopters from Tokyo.

Also noteworthy was the Navy’s 
participation in the Pacific Rim 
Exercise from late June to early 
August. Organised by the US Indo-
Pacific Command, the Philippine 
Navy’s participation is a first. 
The assets participating in the 
exercise comprised a frigate which 
is a coastguard cutter acquired from 
the US several years ago, a naval 
helicopter and around 700 sailors and 
marines. Later in the year, another 
naval ship, this time a new landing 
craft dock (LCD) the Navy acquired 
from Indonesia in 2015, made a 
prolonged visit to Vladivostok, also a 
first in the Navy’s history. More than 
400 personnel were on that ship.

Notwithstanding the sharp focus on 
domestic politics, the President did 
fulfil some foreign commitments, 
although fewer than in past years. 
From 11 countries visited in the last 
six months of 2016 (he assumed office 
mid-2016) and a similar number in 

2017, the President has thus far visited 
only 8 countries in 2018, including 
Singapore which is the current ASEAN 
Chair.

While the political actors have been 
extremely busy, the Philippine 
economy was becoming more 
vulnerable through a weakening 
currency, a sharply declining stock 
market and accelerating inflation. 
The economic outlook for 2019 has 
therefore become more conservative, if 
not bleak.

Overall, while the country’s political 
elites, including the government, 
are focused on political issues and 
the majority of ordinary Filipinos 
pre-occupied with rising prices, not 
too many Filipinos, except perhaps a 
small number of strategic and security 
analysts, are paying much attention 
as to how the US-China strategic 
competition is playing out, including 
in the ocean spaces adjacent to the 
Philippines. The political leadership’s 
sense is that China is a good friend. 
The defence sector thinks that the US 
remains a committed ally. Whether 
both are indeed as they are perceived 
remains to be seen, especially when 
push comes to shove. The Philippines 
may well just end up in the line of fire 
in the rivalry of these two regional 
powers.

So, what is in store for the Philippines 
in 2019? Both the historical record and 
the most recent experience permit only 
one answer: more politics, especially 
with elections only a few months 
away. Indeed, it is perhaps precisely 
too much politics which has and will 
keep the country from moving forward 
as a strategic player in Southeast 
Asia and the rest of the Asia-Pacific, 
notwithstanding the Philippines 
having been described for so long as a 
country with great potential.

Raymund Jose G. Quilop 
Assistant Professor of Political Science,  
De La Salle University, Manila. 
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The Regional Security Outlook: A New Zealand Perspective
David Capie
Like many regional states, New 
Zealand has looked out on its 
tumultuous strategic environment 
in 2018 with a growing sense of 
concern. Tensions around North 
Korea’s nuclear weapons programme, 
intensifying competition between 
the great powers, and the spread of 
protectionism and populism have 
alarmed policymakers in Wellington 
as they have elsewhere. A brief to 
New Zealand’s incoming coalition 
government in late 2017 warned it 
was taking power in a “turbulent 
environment where the risks for small 
countries are acute.” 

In the year since last October’s general 
election, the new coalition government 
led by 38-year-old Prime Minister 
Jacinda Ardern, has been quick to put 
its stamp on its foreign and defence 
policies. In a speech at the start of the 
year, Ardern initially seemed to hint 
at a more idealist leaning, stressing a 
foreign policy based on New Zealand 
values, with an emphasis on tackling 
climate change and promoting nuclear 
disarmament. 

But, as the year has gone, her 
government has also displayed 
a more pragmatic streak. After 
campaigning against the Trans-Pacific 
Partnership (TPP) in Opposition, the 
new government pressed ahead with 
negotiations for the Comprehensive 
and Progressive Trans-Pacific 
Partnership (CPTPP). New Zealand 
became the fourth country to ratify the 
agreement in October and welcomed 
the news it will come into force at the 
end of December 2018. 

The government’s Strategic Defence 
Policy Statement, released in 
June, also displayed a hard-nosed 
assessment of a worsening strategic 
environment. The Statement 
described three major challenges 

that are putting pressure on the 
‘rules-based order’ that has served 
New Zealand well over the last seven 
decades. These are shifts in the 
balance of power and the emergence 
of ‘spheres of influence’; challenges 
to open societies such as the spread 
of populism and illiberalism; and 
what it called ‘complex disruptors’ 
including the proliferation of new 
technologies, extremist ideologies, 
climate change and transnational 
crime. As these pressures grow and 
interact, it concluded, “the foundation 
of international security is shifting.”

The statement had two audiences. 
For domestic observers it offered a 
picture of how New Zealand’s diverse 
three-party government sees emerging 
global and regional challenges. For an 
international audience, the statement 
signalled a more worried tone about 
the future of the rules-based order 
and a clear tilt back towards New 
Zealand’s traditional Five Eyes 
partners. 

This was evident in the subtle but 
clear change in tone on China. The 
last Defence White Paper in 2016 had 
called China “an important strategic 
partner”, listing it first after the 
traditional Five Eyes partners. The 
2018 Defence Policy Statement, by 
contrast, bumped Beijing well down 
the page, putting it after South Pacific 
countries, Southeast Asian partners, 
regional defence dialogues, Korea 
and Japan. The heady language of 
strategic partnership was missing, 
instead the statement merely noted 
that New Zealand “continues to build 
a strong and resilient partnership with 
China”. 

The statement also broke new ground 
in the way it discussed Chinese actions 
in the region. While noting Beijing is 
“deeply integrated into the rules-based 

order” and a welcome contributor 
to peacekeeping and anti-piracy 
operations, the policy noted China 
has “not consistently adopted the 
governance and values championed 
by the order’s traditional leaders.” It 
says Beijing “seeks to restore claimed 
historical levels of influence…[and] 
some actions in pursuit of these aims 
challenge the existing order.” There 
was a reference to growing Chinese 
influence in the Pacific, a new base in 
Antarctica, and among the disruptions 
closer to home are the “steep debt 
burdens associated with infrastructure 
projects” in the Pacific.

In no accident of timing, this more 
worried survey of the strategic 
landscape appeared just days before 

the government announced New 
Zealand’s largest defence acquisition 
in more than two decades: the 
purchase of four Boeing P8 maritime 
patrol aircraft at a cost of $2.2 billion. 
The acquisition of a state-of-the-art 
Anti-Submarine Warfare (ASW) 
platform led some to speculate about 
an imminent China threat, but the 
reality is that New Zealand’s aging 
P-3 Orions needed urgent replacement 
and P-8s made the most sense from 
the point of view of interoperability 
with the country’s closest partner and 
only ally, Australia.

The ‘return of geopolitics’ has also 
been reflected in New Zealand’s 
approach to its immediate 
neighbourhood. The South Pacific has 
always been of special importance, for 
obvious reasons of geography as well 
as significant constitutional, political, 
and people to people ties, but the 
Ardern government has taken this to 
a new level, motivated in part by a 
growing concern that New Zealand’s 
influence has been eroded by the 
presence of new players in the region. 
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Foreign Minister and Deputy Prime 
Minister Winston Peters announced 
the government’s ‘Pacific Re-set’ 
policy in a speech in Sydney in March. 
He argued New Zealand needed to 
invest more in the region, both in 
terms of attention – “old fashioned 
diplomacy” – but also by putting 
its money where its mouth is. The 
coalition government’s first budget in 
May included a $714 million boost in 
the aid budget, most of which is to be 
spent in the Pacific. New Zealand has 
been keen to stress the importance 
of forging partnerships with Pacific 
Island states and professed to 
understand their security priorities. 
The emphasis given to climate change 
in the Pacific Island Forum’s Boe 
Declaration in September sat well 
with the Ardern government’s own 
priorities. 

Wellington has preferred to avoid 
singling out China’s growing role as 
the reason for its increased attention 
to the Pacific, although lists of the 
countries New Zealand “looks forward 
to working with in the region” 
typically include Australia, France, 
the UK, Japan and the United States 
but not China. Rumours that Beijing 
was seeking to develop a wharf in 
Vanuatu as a naval facility, did 
not attract the same level of public 
concern in Wellington that they did 
in Canberra. Rather, Prime Minister 
Ardern expressed the more general 
view that her government strongly 

opposed the militarisation of the 
region. 

Another manifestation of the 
increasingly contested strategic space 
in 2018 has been the proliferation 
of new organising concepts for 
the region, often associated with 
ambitious plans for economic 
development and connectivity. 
Here, again New Zealand has 
steered a cautious course. The Belt 
and Road Initiative (BRI) faced 
growing scrutiny as China’s most 
important connectivity initiative 
became associated with high levels 
of indebtedness and Beijing’s 
geostrategic interests. New Zealand 
signed a Memorandum of Agreement 
on BRI with Beijing in 2017, but 
the Ardern government seems 
markedly less enthusiastic than its 
predecessor. In a speech to a China 
Business Summit in March, the 
prime minister said the government 
would be considering “areas we want 
to engage in the initiative, and other 
areas where we will be interested 
observers.” 

New Zealand has also taken a 
circumspect approach as various 
‘Indo-Pacific’ strategies have 
gathered momentum around 
the region. In the face of 
US and Japanese calls for a 
‘Free and Open Indo-Pacific’ 

Foreign Minister Winston Peters 
told a conference in June that the 
government preferred to continue to 
use ‘Asia-Pacific’. A senior foreign 
affairs official said in October that 
New Zealand “is comfortable” with 
the term ‘Indo-Pacific’ and will assess 
participation in future initiatives 
using a range of criteria, including 
their openness and inclusivity, 
adherence to international law, 
respect for sovereignty, freedom of 
navigation, open markets and ASEAN 
centrality. The outgoing Secretary of 
Foreign Affairs, Brook Barrington, 
said New Zealand was “open to new 
rules and new architecture, from any 
source” but added that Wellington 
should “be wary of initiatives that 
arbitrarily exclude particular 
countries or regions.”

These criteria point to strong 
continuities in New Zealand’s 
approach. If the new government sees 
worrying 
challenges 
in the 
strategic 

New Zealand’s frigate HMNZS Te Mana made a port call in Sandakan, Malaysia, marking the begin of 
the Southeast Asian leg of the NZDF five-month engagement across the Asia-Pacific region. Source: Naval 
Today.com.
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environment, its preferred response 
is to avoid sharp changes in 
policy settings. For a small open 
trading economy, the promotion of 
a rules-based order will continue 
to emphasise multilateralism 
and have a central economic 
dimension. In this sense, the Trump 
administration’s challenge to the 
World Trade Organisation (WTO) 
and its imposition of sweeping tariffs 
in the name of national security are 
both deeply worrying trends. New 
Zealand’s response has been to try to 
encourage overlapping sets of rules in 
the region: it has championed CPTPP, 
while also pushing for the conclusion 
of a Regional Comprehensive 
Economic Partnership (RCEP) 
that, even if much less ambitious 
than originally hoped, will at least 
provide a framework to engage 
with India. Similar motivations 
underpin negotiations for a free trade 
agreement with the European Union, 
with a post-Brexit United Kingdom, 
and with the Latin American trade 
group, the Pacific Alliance.

If the Defence Policy Statement 
showed a tip of the hat to traditional 
partners, there is also interest in a 
range of deeper and broader bilateral 
political and security relationships. 

Following up the success with 
CPTPP, Japan is one priority, and the 
New Zealand Defence Force deployed 
a P3 Orion to work alongside the 
Japanese Self Defense Force in 
policing UN sanctions against North 
Korea. Building ties with Tokyo looks 
likely to only get more attention in 
2019. In Southeast Asia, New Zealand 
and Singapore committed themselves 
to an ‘Enhanced Partnership’ which 
included defence cooperation as one 
of its five focus areas. There is also 
a desire to deepen bilateral ties with 
Indonesia, which despite many shared 
interests have somehow never lived 
up to their potential.  On top of that, 
New Zealand’s commitment to the 
inclusive ASEAN-centred architecture 
remains as strong as ever, even as 
ASEAN itself struggles to maintain 
its unity in the face of competing 
external pressures. 

But policy makers in Wellington, 
as elsewhere, understand that the 
relationship that counts most when it 
comes to the wider regional security 
picture is the one between Beijing 
and Washington. In this respect, 
the forecast seems to be for stormy 
weather ahead. Vice-President 
Mike Pence’s speech to the Hudson 

Institute in October seemed to 
confirm the onset of “a new era of 
great power competition.” If 2018 was 
difficult, the next few years look to 
be an even more challenging time for 
small states like New Zealand that 
have sought to be nimble and balance 
an important economic relationship 
with Beijing with the expectations of 
traditional security partners. 

David Capie 
Centre for Strategic Studies, Victoria 
University of Wellington.
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The Lancang-Mekong Cooperation Mechanism: Confronting New 
Realities in Cambodia and the Greater Mekong Subregion
Pou Sovachana and Bradley J. Murg

The Lancang-Mekong Cooperation 
mechanism (LMC) was formally 
launched in March 2016 at a 
gathering of heads of government 
from China, Cambodia, Laos, 
Myanmar, Thailand, and Vietnam 
in Sanya, Hainan. Opening a new 
chapter for the Greater Mekong 
Subregion (GMS), the establishment 
of the LMC has been hailed by many 
as a vital next step in deepening 
cooperation, boosting connectivity, 
enhancing sustainable development, 
and collectively managing  the shared 

water resources of the Mekong 
river basin. The subsequent Sanya 
Declaration outlined this new and 
comprehensive initiative for regional 
cooperation, designed to bolster “the 
economic and social development 
of sub-regional countries, enhance 
the well-being of the people, narrow 
development gaps, and support 
ASEAN community building as well 
as promoting the implementation of 
the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development and advancing South-
South cooperation”. 

While other Mekong initiatives have 
focused primarily on infrastructure 
and economic development to 
alleviate poverty, the LMC maintains 
a significantly broader purview, 
incorporating two additional pillars, 
i.e., political and security issues 
and socio-cultural topics, notably 
similar to the three pillars of the 
ASEAN community. Further, while 
earlier cooperation mechanisms have 
involved states outside the region 
such as the US, Japan, Korea, and 
India, the LMC involves just the 

From left to right: Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha of Thailand, Prime Minister Nguyen Xuan Phuc of Vietnam, Chinese Premier Li Keqiang, Prime Minister Hun Sen, 
 Prime Minister of Cambodia, Thongloun Sisoulith of Laos and Vice President U Myint Swe of Myanmar at the 2nd Mekong Lancang Cooperation Leaders’ Meeting on 
1 October 2018 in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. Source: Heng Phearum, The Phnom Penh Post.
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six riparian countries in the region. 
According to Dr. Hao Su, China 
Foreign Affairs University’s Director 
of Department of Diplomacy, in the 
area of infrastructure development, 
the LMC is expected to replace the 
long standing, Asian Development 
Bank-funded cooperative 
arrangements for the GMS.

Although only in its 2018-19 
“foundation laying” stage, the 
LMC has already offered many 
tangible benefits to the downstream 
Mekong countries in terms of 
interconnectivity, water resources 
management, poverty reduction, 
and regional economic integration 
through infrastructure investment 
and trade growth. It remains 
important, however, to develop a 
clearer understanding of what many 
perceive to be a “Sinocentric model” 
of sub-regional cooperation and to 
mitigate the potential for a popular 
backlash in a region already awash 
with Chinese investment and aid. 
Myriad questions remain outstanding 
as regards the complementary or 
competitive nature of the LMC: Will 
this new mechanism provide China 
with greater leverage in negotiations 
over water resources management 
and dam construction? Will the 
five downstream states become 
increasingly dependent on Beijing’s 
largesse thereby undermining 
their own respective negotiating 
positions? Will China utilise the 
LMC framework to increase Chinese 
exports to the region and promote the 
use of the Yuan? With these questions 
and concerns in mind, this essay sets 
out the principle characteristics and 
features of the LMC and examines 
the new opportunities and potential 
challenges that the subregion now 
confronts.

The Establishment of the 
Lancang-Mekong Cooperation 
Mechanism

Originating in China’s Qinghai-Tibet 
Plateau, the Mekong drops some 
4,700 meters by the time it exits 
Yunnan province where it briefly 
forms the border between Laos 
and Myanmar and flows through 
Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, and 
Vietnam feeding the rice fields in 
the delta with rich sediment before 
emptying into the South China Sea. 
The Mekong has long been regarded 
as the foundation of economic 
growth and prosperity in mainland 
Southeast Asia and is well known 
for its biodiversity, possessing one of 
the most productive fresh water fish 
systems in the world with 1,000-
1,700 different species. The Mekong 
provides food, drinking water, 
irrigation, transport, and hydropower 
benefitting tens of millions of people 
living on the waterway and beyond. 
Concomitantly, management of 
transboundary water resources and 
related issues of water use have 
been a regular source of friction 
and tension within the region. Dr. 
Yu Xuezhong, a senior Chinese 
hydro-environmental scientist with 
over twenty years of experience 
in assessing the sustainability of 
hydropower, has noted that water in 
the Mekong is seen as “the most basic 
resource and also a national strategic 
resource with crucial implications. 
The transboundary effects of 
hydroelectric installations are a major 
source of tension and conflict in the 
Lancang-Mekong region”. 

In 2012, Thailand put forward a 
six state “Initiative on Sustainable 
Development of the Lancang-Mekong 
Subregion” focusing on tourism, 
safety of navigation, agriculture, and 
fisheries. Building on this proposal, 
Chinese Premier Li Keqiang formally 
advanced the initiative establishing 
the LMC at the 17th China-ASEAN 
Summit in November 2014 with 

the aim of addressing the interests 
of all member states, deepening 
cooperation, and promoting regional 
development. In November 2015, 
in Jinghong, China, the foreign 
ministers of the Mekong countries 
adopted the aforementioned “three 
pillars of cooperation”: (i) political 
and security issues; (ii) economic 
and sustainable development; and 
(iii) social, cultural, and people to 
people exchanges. Moreover, the 
LMC identified five priority areas: 
interconnectivity, production capacity, 
cross border economic cooperation, 
water resources, agriculture, and 
poverty reduction. This “3+5 model” 
(the LMC’s three pillars and five 
priority areas) served as the guiding 
framework for project development 
within the LMC. 

The official launch of the LMC 
in Sanya in March 2016 made 
significant progress in consolidating 
the sense of a “Community of Shared 
Future of Peace and Prosperity 
among Lancang-Mekong Countries,” 
with a total of 45 “Early Harvest 
Projects” endorsed. Within the LMC 
framework, China has pledged to 
provide extensive development 
assistance and finance: (i) the LMC 
special fund of CNY 1.9 billion 
(USD 300 million) to support small 
and medium sized cooperation 
projects over the next five years; (ii) 
concessional loans of up to CNY 10 
billion (USD 1.6 billion) and (iii) credit 
totalling USD 10 billion to promote 
the building of industrial capacity and 
infrastructure construction. In 2017, 
according to Cambodian Minister of 
Foreign Affairs and International 
Cooperation Prak Sokhonn, 132 
projects were approved for funding, 
including 16 projects in Cambodia. 
In the same year, national LMC 
secretariats were established in all 
member states, the Lancang Mekong 
Water Resources Cooperation and 
the Lancang–Mekong Environmental 
Cooperation Centres were set up 
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along with the launching of Global 
Centre for Mekong Studies in 
Cambodia to provide an effective 
platform for project cooperation, joint 
research and policy dialogue. 

The second LMC Leaders Meeting 
was held in January 2018 in Phnom 
Penh with the optimistic theme of 
“Our River of Peace and Sustainable 
Development”. The six leaders, 
reaching consensus, adopted two 
new documents: the Phnom Penh 
Declaration and the guiding Five 
Year Plan of Action (2018-2022) to 
take the LMC to a new level and to 
serve as an exemplar of effective, 
mutually beneficial South-South 
cooperation. The Plan of Action 
sets out a laundry list of new 
initiatives and goals to be developed 
and expanded during the 2020-
2022 period of “consolidation and 
expansion” – broadly consistent 
with both ASEAN’s Master Plan 
on Connectivity 2025 (MPAC) and 
the United Nations’ Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). 
Chinese Premier Li Keqiang called 
for “stronger coordination among 
countries along the Lancang-Mekong 
River on water resource management, 
accommodating each other’s concerns, 
and properly reconciling economic 
development and environmental 
protection” (Xinhua/Khmer Times). 

Whither the LMC? New 
Opportunities and New 
Challenges

The LMC joins a long list of 
cooperation mechanisms presently 
operative in the region: the Mekong 
River Commission (MRC), the 
Ayeyawady-Chao Phraya-Mekong 
Economic Cooperation Strategy 
(ACMECS), the Greater Mekong 
Subregion initiative of ADB, the US 
supported Lower Mekong Initiative, 
Mekong-Japan Cooperation, Mekong-
Ganga Cooperation, the Mekong-
Republic of Korea Partnership, 
and the ASEAN Mekong Basin 

Development Cooperation. In the 
absence of a centralised international 
secretariat, this alphabet soup of 
initiatives naturally raises the 
question as to how the LMC will 
coordinate with these institutions 
to avoid project fragmentation and 
to ensure complementarity between 
their diverse missions and programs. 

The complexity inherent in 
navigating future inter-institutional 
cooperation is particularly apparent 
in the area of infrastructure 
provision, vital to the development 
and maintenance of continued high 
growth rates in the subregion. The 
2017-18 World Economic Forum 
Global Competitiveness Report 
highlights the deep challenges 
confronting the downstream GMS 
states in this area today: ranking 
Thailand highest for overall 
infrastructure at 43rd out of 137 
countries, Vietnam at 79th, Laos at 
102nd, and Cambodia at 106th (data 
for Myanmar was unavailable). At 
the same time, the GMS Regional 
Investment Framework 2022 
recently estimated infrastructure 
financing needs for the GMS at 
a whopping USD 63.5 billion – 
primarily in the area of transport. 
Beijing has promised the provision 
of fresh lending under the auspices 
of both the LMC and the Belt and 
Road Initiative (BRI). With some 
projects - the China-Laos railway, the 
Kunming-Bangkok road, the Phnom 
Penh-Sihanoukville expressway - 
included in both frameworks and 
entailing a diversity of funding 
sources inclusive of the LMC special 
fund, the Asian Infrastructure 
Investment Bank (AIIB), and the 
Silk Road Fund, there remains a 
lack of clarity as to how the LMC 
relates even to China’s own steadily 
expanding set of development 
institutions. The lack of transparency 
in LMC operations at present has 
only served to further muddy these 
waters. 

At the same time, a growing rivalry 
between China and Japan in the 
area of infrastructure provision is 
increasingly apparent, with Beijing 
dominating the development of the 
North-South corridor (with Kunming 
serving as China’s bridgehead to 
the region) while Tokyo remains 
focused on East-West and Southern 
linkages. In the context of rising 
tensions in Sino-American relations, 
the development of the Free and 
Open Indo-Pacific Strategy and 
the establishment of “the Quad” 
minilateral grouping (comprising 
the United States, Japan, Australia, 
and India), deeper inter-institutional 
cooperation is far from assured. 

A further issue confronting the LMC 
is the regional backlash to China’s 
recent acquisition of a 99-year lease 
on the Sri Lankan port of Hambanota, 
after Sri Lanka was unable to keep 
up debt payments. Concerns over 
“debt trap diplomacy” have become 
widespread in the subregion. 
Although Laos was the only LMC 
member included in the Center for 
Global Development’s list of countries 
considered “vulnerable” to debt 
distress stemming from an identified 
pipeline of Chinese project lending, 
the share of Cambodia’s national 
debt owed to China has been rising in 
recent years as well. The Hambanota 
port along with other China-funded 
projects have also raised questions as 
to the economic rationale for many 
of its lending projects, with many 
already considered to be “white 
elephants.” While the LMC plan of 
action includes a focus on media, 
people-to-people exchanges, and 
raising public awareness of the LMC 
in member states, a clear branding 
and public information strategy has 
not yet been developed – a red flag in 
a sensitive period where anti-China 
sentiment in many LMC member 
states is on the rise.
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The inclusion of water resources 
management and dam construction 
in the remit of the LMC highlights 
and raises further issues. China 
has already built seven mega-
dams with twenty additional dams 
either under construction or in the 
planning stage in Yunnan, Tibet, 
and Qinghai posing threats to the 
river’s free flow, fish populations, 
livelihoods, food security, ecosystems, 
and environment across the Mekong 
basin. In Cambodia, questions 
continue to be raised as to an “energy 
security vs. food security” trade off, 
in light of the negative effects of dam 
construction on local fishing and the 
deep reliance of the bottom decile 
of the population on the Mekong for 
nutrition, particularly during periods 
of crop failure. Additionally, China’s 
significant economic leverage over the 
region has done little to calm fears 
that negotiations through the LMC 
mechanism over the future of the 
Mekong could be extremely one sided, 
with Beijing not yet having made 
a credible commitment to member 
states’ equity in river management.

While the LMC is already off to an 
ambitious start and very likely to  
gather more steam as it enters the 
2020-22 consolidation and expansion 
stage, it will have to address all of 
these issues. A genuinely balanced, 
transparent, and open LMC actively 
coordinating with other institutions 
and engaging all participants 
equitably is in the interest of all 
parties. Whether that will be the case, 
however, remains an open question.

POU Sovachana 
Deputy Director, Research and 
Publication, Cambodian Institute for 
Cooperation and Peace

Bradley J. MURG
Assistant Professor and Director of 
Global Development Studies, Seattle 
Pacific University. Also Visiting Senior 
Research Fellow, Cambodian Institute for 
Cooperation and Peace
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The ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) - the next 25 years
Ron Huisken

In commentary on multilateral 
processes in East Asia one often 
encounters the phrase ‘alphabet soup’. 
The phrase, which evokes abundance, 
is mildly pejorative, suggestive of a 
confusing profusion of processes. It 
was not very long ago, however, that 
East Asia’s soup was a decidedly 
meagre gruel populated by a single 
acronym – ASEAN. The origin of the 
‘alphabet soup’ - or the beginnings 
of the prevailing abundance - can be 
traced back to the synergistic creation 
25 years ago of the Track 1 ASEAN 
Regional Forum (ARF) and the Track 
2 Council for Security Cooperation in 
the Asia Pacific (CSCAP). Both bodies 
had their genesis in the feelings 
of both anxiety and opportunity 
generated first by the relaxation of 
and then the abrupt end of the Cold 
War. 

During the second half of the 1980s, 
speculation mounted about the 
longevity of the global security order 
underpinned, as it was, by the United 
States. In retrospect, the primary 
trigger was the election of Mikhail 
Gorbachev as leader of the Soviet 
Union in 1985. Gorbachev’s sweeping 
domestic reforms – captured in 
the labels glasnost (transparency) 
and perestroika (restructuring), 
his surprising concessions to allow 
negotiations with the West on 
nuclear and conventional force 
reductions to reach for bold outcomes 
and to be concluded quickly, and 
his termination of the Soviet 
intervention in Afghanistan - made 
cautious projections of business 
as usual unsustainable. No one 
anticipated that the Cold War could 
end as abruptly and definitively 

as it eventually did, but by around 
1987-88 it was clear that the venom 
was dissipating rapidly and that the 
character of the confrontation was 
changing in decisive ways. 

The fallout from these developments 
inevitably included strategic anxieties 
that the extraordinary security 
obligations that the United States 
had assumed after WW2 would not 
survive a more benign relationship 
with the USSR. What arrangements 
could, or would, fill the void left by 
probable American retrenchment? 
This was the issue that increasingly 
preoccupied political and security 
thinkers all across the world but 
especially in Europe and East Asia. 
In Europe, swaddled in both NATO 
and the EU, these anxieties were 
relatively subdued. Indeed, Europe 
looked and felt more like a partner 
with the US in contemplating the 
future. It was a different story in 
Asia. The constant trauma of a peace 
sustained by a nuclear balance of 
terror had spawned new ways of 
thinking about security – notably 
common and comprehensive security 
– and these concepts had begun to get 
some genuine political traction, not 
least in the Conference on Security 
Cooperation in Europe (CSCE). Once 
a lonely fig-leaf to common sense, 
the CSCE became an invaluable host 
to the initial hesitant endeavours to 
dissipate the tensions of confrontation 
in Europe. Asian intellectuals were 
similarly drawn to this new security 
thinking but also sensed that their 
region was far less ready to cope 
with deep-seated change. Something 
needed to be done but the options 
were limited.

The Berlin Wall was breached in 
November 1989, and 25 months later, 
in December 1991, the USSR broke 
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up into its constituent parts. In those 
25 months, the Warsaw Pact was 
disbanded, the Soviet army withdrew 
from Eastern Europe, lifting the ‘iron 
curtain’, and Germany reunified. In 
Asia, in stark contrast, inscrutability 
was the order of the day. Nothing 
seemed to happen – no security 
arrangements were disbanded, no 
countries re-unified (or broke-up for 
that matter), and no armies withdrew 
(or advanced). 

There can be no doubt, however, 
that the abrupt termination of the 
Cold War sharply intensified the 
strategic anxieties that already 
existed across Asia and accelerated 
both the new thinking on security 
that was underway in the region 
and exposed a widespread political 
interest in precluding a precipitous 
US withdrawal. These circumstances 
were spiced by an emerging consensus 
across the academic and policy world’s 
that, absent the political and military 
discipline imposed by the Cold War, 
East Asia was an alarmingly strong 
candidate to be the new region of 
instability and conflict. The cocktail 
of circumstances widely deemed to 
make East Asia ‘ripe for rivalry’ was 
(1) the region’s economic dynamism 
and the associated fluidity in the 
‘weight’ of the major states (2) a 
number of unresolved historical 
animosities, notably between China 
and Japan and China and India, 
(3) a plethora of contested land and 
maritime boundaries and (4) the 
region’s conspicuous lack of skill 
and experience in the multilateral 
management of international 
relationships.

In America, agitation for defence 
cutbacks began well before the 
Berlin Wall fell, fuelling the erosion 
of confidence in US willingness to 
sustain its central security role. 
America’s allies and friends in Asia, 
especially those in northeast Asian, 
lobbied Washington to be wary of 
Moscow and to strengthen its military 

footprint in the Western Pacific. 
Ironically, these included China 
which was the least inclined to give 
the ‘new’ USSR/Russia the benefit of 
any doubt. Moreover, the new George 
H. Bush administration was broadly 
sympathetic to the notion of a ‘peace 
dividend’ even though these pressures 
focused on a drastic 50% cut in force 
posture and military spending (in 
real terms). President Bush, while 
certainly conscious of America’s global 
responsibilities and not disposed 
to shed them, preferred to think 
in terms of a defence posture that 
was ‘just enough’ to meet America’s 
obligations and was confident that 
this was consistent with responding 
positively to calls for a ‘peace 
dividend’. The administration’s final 
budget, released in the Presidential 
election year of 1992, provided for 
reductions in military outlays that 
would total 30% over five years and 
necessitate the withdrawal of 100,000 
US military personnel from Europe 
and proportionally similar cuts in 
Asia. Moreover, President Bush 
declared that even more significant 
cuts would follow if ‘the end of the 
Cold War lived up to its promise’.

Other major events and developments 
stirring the geopolitical pot included 
Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990 
and the US-led liberation the 
following year. In 1992, the leaders 
of North and South Korea issued a 
declaration committing them to the 
denuclearisation of the peninsula 
and the DPRK belatedly concluded 
a safeguards agreement with the 
IAEA. Less than a year later, the 
DPRK – having underestimated 
the IAEA’s forensic capabilities – 
announced its intent to withdraw 
from the NPT, setting off a crisis 
that was defused by the 1994 US-
DPRK Agreed Framework. Also in 
1992, Washington astonished most 
observers by electing simply to 
accept local opposition and to walk 
away from its air and naval bases 

in the Philippines, by far the largest 
facilities it had in the Western Pacific. 
By this time, the cumulative disquiet 
amongst US allies and friends in 
Asia was sufficiently acute for the 
incoming Clinton administration to 
decide rather quickly that it needed 
to signal limits to America’s military 
drawdown in Asia. In 1993 it re-
affirmed its alliance obligations and 
announced that the US military 
presence in the Western Pacific would 
not fall below 100,000 personnel.

This unfolding drama naturally 
intensified the interest of security 
thinkers in Asia. They were conscious 
that political actors in Asia had very 
few assets to fall back on should major 
challenges to order and stability arise. 
It was clear that the US alliance 
system in Asia was thinner, not an 
all for one and one for all collective 
defence network like NATO in 
Europe; that Asia was an order of 
magnitude more vast geographically, 
and correspondingly more ethnically 
and culturally diverse; that the key 
historical protagonists in Asia – 
China and Japan – had ended up 
on different sides of the Cold war, 
destroying any chance to engage in 
the processes that had transformed 
relations between Germany and 
France and, indeed, amongst most 
of the states of Western European. 
Moreover, Asian communities 
became aware sooner than the rest 
of the world of the energy that Deng 
Xiao Ping’s reforms in China were 
beginning to unleash. And as they 
wondered what kind of resurgent 
China they might have to live with, 
China used deadly force in 1988 
against Vietnam over the Johnson 
South reef in the Spratly Islands of 
the South China Sea. In the following 
year, any thoughts that ‘reform and 
opening up’ of the economic arena 
might spark parallels in the political 
sphere were extinguished when the 
CCP ordered its armed forces to crush 
large and stubborn student protests 
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in a number of cities but especially 
in Beijing’s Tiananmen Square. 
In short, Europe had the EU and 
NATO plus an associated tradition of 
addressing its challenges collegially in 
multilateral forms. Asia lacked all of 
these things – there was no alphabet 
soup!

Among the first actors in Asia to 
think specifically about the design of 
a multilateral security process were 
the ASEAN institutes of strategic and 
international studies. These institutes 
had been collaborating since 1984, not 
least on developing regional support 
for notions of cooperative security 
that could co-exist with and attenuate 
the realist emphasis on balance of 
power. This collaboration resulted, 
in 1987, in a recommendation that 
governments establish a process to 
address the regional agenda in the 
fields of confidence building measures, 
conflict resolution and arms control. 
This collaboration was formalised in 
the following year with the creation, 
at the instigation of Indonesia’s Jusuf 
Wanandi, of ASEAN ISIS which 
became a key source of intellectual 
capital in the drive to establish a 
multilateral security forum in East 
Asia. 

Philippine Foreign Minister 
Manglapus almost inadvertently 
compelled ASEAN to clarify its 
attitude on the role of the major 
powers in Southeast Asia. Manglapus 
was casting about for a viable stance 
on the huge US air (Clark) and naval 
(Subic bay) bases in the Philippines. 
Public and even political opinion in 
the Philippines had swung strongly 
against renewal of the leases for these 
bases but Manglapus was aware of 
widespread support within ASEAN 
for a continuing US security presence 
in Southeast Asia. He therefore 
challenged his colleagues to think 
creatively about a collective ASEAN 
response to this dilemma, a call that 
languished until, in 1989, Singapore 
announced an agreement with the 

US to provide enhanced military 
access to its air and naval facilities. 
Although this initially sparked 
controversy (especially with Indonesia 
and Malaysia) as a betrayal of core 
ASEAN values, the debate broadened 
into an enquiry into what ASEAN 
really stood for and the means 
available to it to advance its ideals. 
Ultimately, the distinction between 
access and bases (the former had no 
connotations of extra-territoriality 
or of permanence) emerged as a 
politically viable solution that could 
support a new welcoming posture 
toward all major powers (subject 
to compliance with ASEAN rules), 
edging out the earlier aspiration 
to quarantine Southeast Asia from 
major power machinations. 

In 1990, both Canada and Australia 
formally (and separately) presented 
proposals for a multilateral security 
process in East Asia modelled on the 
CSCE. Canada’s proposal focused on 
Northeast Asia, Australia’s on East 
Asia as a whole. ASEAN thinking, 
however, even at the official level, 
was sufficiently formed to welcome 
the aspiration but reject the model 
as out of step with Asia’s political 
realities. Governments in Asia 
were also very much aware that 
the CSCE got up in Europe because 
participants on both sides of the Iron 
Curtain were prepared to pledge that 
there were no outstanding border 
disputes, something that a number of 
governments in Asia – both ASEAN 
and non-ASEAN – were loath to 
contemplate. Australia and Canada 
quickly signalled that the spirit of 
their proposals would be consistent 
with a wide range of institutional or 
procedural modalities but ASEAN 
was clearly in no mood to emulate 
European models.

At about this time, Japan, which had 
earlier led the region’s resistance to 
Soviet proposals for a CSCE-style 
process in Asia as designed to weaken 
US alliances, emerged as a proponent 

of a multilateral security initiative 
in the region. Even though Japan 
allowed its most senior bureaucrat – 
Yukio Satoh – to share its thinking 
freely with ASEAN ISIS, Japan’s 
activism sparked some concern 
within ASEAN that its regional 
leadership in this field could not be 
taken for granted. Japan sought a 
process that would not attract US 
resistance as ‘competitive’ with its 
alliance arrangements, and would not 
preclude future negotiations with the 
Soviet Union to regain the Northern 
Territories but would provide a 
venue in which Japan could seek to 
accelerate the process of winning 
regional acceptance of a Japan with 
a normal security posture. The key 
elements of the preferred Japanese 
model were a process confined to 
dialogue and consultation, to be 
located within the established Post 
Ministerial Consultations (PMC) 
ASEAN conducted with its dialogue 
partners, and be limited to like-
minded participants (i.e. excluding 
the USSR and PRC).

By July 1991, ASEAN ISIS had 
sharpened its earlier thinking 
and formally recommended the 
establishment by governments of 
a region-wide security dialogue, 
that is, a process separate from the 
existing PMC and not excluding 
the USSR and PRC. It turned out 
that ASEAN governments were 
already on the same page, with the 
ASEAN Ministerial Meeting in 1991 
acknowledging that a broad consensus 
existed for the establishment of a 
region-wide security forum.

The following year, ASEAN leaders 
all but set things in concrete by, 
for the first time, extending the 
PMC discussions to include security 
and then officially recording their 
agreement to launch an ASEAN-
sponsored regional security dialogue. 
Confirming the participation of all 
the key players – notably the US and 
China – deferred the appearance 
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25th ARF Retreat, Singapore 2018. Source: US State Department, Flickr.

of a fully-developed proposal a 
further year but, finally, in May 
1993, ASEAN formally declared 
its intention to launch the ASEAN 
Regional Forum as an independent 
process (that is, not embedded in 
the ASEAN PMC) for dialogue and 
consultation on regional security 
and involving ASEAN (five states), 
its dialogue partners, consultative 
partners and observers (twelve 
states). These seventeen states first 
met in Bangkok in July 1994. 

Although there were groups in the US 
security community that preferred 
to rely exclusively on alliances, it 
was also the case that Washington 
reacted cautiously to proposals for 
new multilateral security processes 
because a display of enthusiasm could 
be interpreted as a preference and 
provoke anxieties within alliances. 
It is instructive that US Secretary 
of State, James Baker, signalled 
America’s comfort with a multilateral 
security forum in Asia as early 
as November 1991. A little over a 
year later, the incoming Clinton 
administration was openly supportive 

of such a forum only to soon discover 
that the wider reactions to the end 
of the Cold War had sparked a near 
crisis of confidence amongst its Asian 
allies.

China was perhaps the most difficult 
major power to bring aboard, even 
though Beijing was aware of the 
benefits of being seen to participate as 
well as of the costs of being isolated. 
China had been profoundly suspicious 
of a CSCE-style process in Asia 
when it was being pushed by Mikhal 
Gorbachev in the late 1980s. When 
ASEAN emerged as the champion of 
an Asia-wide multilateral security 
forum, Beijing sought assurances that 
ASEAN rather than the US or Japan 
would have primary responsibility 
and withheld its endorsement until 
it was clear that there was nothing 
in the objectives or modalities of the 
new forum that China would find 
troublesome.

Although it was recognised that 
all states had academic and 
research capacities to support their 
participation in the ARF, ASEAN 
ISIS took the further step in June 

1993 of creating the Council for 
Security Cooperation in the Asia 
Pacific (CSCAP) as the umbrella body 
for a network of similar national 
bodies and suggesting that it be seen 
as the dedicated Track 2 counterpart 
to the ARF. This paralleled the 
establishment, also in 1993 and at 
the instigation of the Institute for 
Global Conflict and Cooperation at 
the University of California, of the 
Northeast Asia Cooperation Dialogue. 
In Northeast Asia, however, there 
was no prospect of a counterpart 
Track One process.

The model for CSCAP was to ensure 
a capacity to offer authoritative 
policy advice through attracting 
the involvement of recently retired 
professionals from government, 
academe, the military and the media. 
This approach had been pioneered 
in Asia by the Pacific Economic 
Cooperation Council (PECC) set up 
in 1981. In view of the still tentative 
collaborative instincts among 
governments, especially across the 
former Cold War divide, the role 
seen for Track 2 processes was to 
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give some exposure to and direct 
fresh thinking toward issues that, for 
reasons of time, expertise or perceived 
sensitivity, Track One may be unable 
to address. ASEAN, ASEAN ISIS and 
CSCAP appear to have had in mind a 
T1/T2 partnership, including routine 
discussions on who was best placed to 
take a particular issue forward, but 
the ARF as a whole made it clear in 
1996 that relationships with Track 
2 bodies would be informal and not 
exclusive. In addition to sustaining 
and developing networks of skilled 
and resourceful people throughout 
the Asia Pacific, CSCAP working 
groups and workshops have made 
significant contributions to the ARF 
agenda at various times, notably on 
preventive diplomacy (where the 
ARF set the precedent of inviting 
CSCAP to address an issue blocking 
its discussions), the involvement of 
defence ministers and officials, the 
issues associated with WMD in Asia 
and the wider security architecture in 
the Asia Pacific.

ASEAN stressed that the ARF would 
be guided by the norms set out in 
ASEAN’s 1976 Treaty of Amity and 
Cooperation, namely, respect for 
independence, sovereignty, territorial 
integrity, and national identity; 
right to freedom from external 
interference; non-interference in 
internal affairs; renunciation of the 
use or threat of use of force; and 
the peaceful settlement of disputes. 
Although these were ASEAN norms, 
they were clearly derived from 
texts, like the UN Charter, that 
were universally known. ASEAN 
nonetheless made the case that 
it could deliver a valuable service 
by visibly complying with these 
norms and, as the host organisation, 
encouraging non-ASEAN states to 
also abide by them when participating 
in ASEAN processes. The hope, of 
course, was that this would contribute 
to compliance with the norms 
becoming the regional ethos and 

guiding the behaviour for all states 
in all circumstances. To strengthen 
this educative process, ASEAN also 
secured agreement to requiring 
that all ARF meetings be held in an 
ASEAN state with an ASEAN co-host, 
a modality that was to become known 
as keeping ASEAN ‘in the driver’s 
seat’.

It is important to acknowledge the 
dimensions of the policy task that 
ASEAN had pulled off in establishing 
the ARF. Firstly, in a region devoid 
of security forums, ASEAN’s 
determination to create a forum 
dedicated to core security issues 
never wavered or dimmed. Similarly, 
ASEAN remained convinced that 
a central function of any new body 
in Asia had to be the inculcation of 
norms, even though these norms were 
ostensibly universal and therefore 
well-known. Finally, while ASEAN 
had initially leaned toward managing 
the major powers by trying to insulate 
itself against them, it conceded the 
necessity of bringing them all inside 
the ASEAN tent and finding ways 
to manage their behaviour, not least 
through processes like the ARF.

No sooner had the ARF been stood 
up in 1994, it promptly commissioned 
a paper on how it should go about 
its business. The resulting Concept 
Paper that was considered at its 
second meeting in 1995 declared the 
new body to be ‘young and fragile’ and 
recommended that it commit itself 
to an apprenticeship in the field of 
confidence-building before graduating 
to the more testing and intrusive 
aspirations of preventive diplomacy 
and conflict resolution. Moreover, the 
agreed rules of procedure allowed 
any participating state to preclude 
graduation to the next level of 
endeavour. The Concept Paper also 
saw an important role for Track 2 
activities – including, specifically, 
CSCAP – that worked synergistically 
with the issues engaging the ARF. 

This appeared to be a curious move 
for a sponsoring organisation that 
was itself 25 years old and which 
had honed its political and conflict 
management skills on the fallout from 
Indonesia’s posture of Konfrontasi 
toward the formation of Malaysia, 
the British withdrawal from East 
of Suez from the early 1970s and 
Vietnam’s invasion of Cambodia in 
1979. Moreover, the concept paper’s 
self-assessment also covered the more 
numerous non-ASEAN members. 
And it was a most consequential as 
well as curious development in the 
sense that there was an abundance of 
mainstream security challenges in the 
region and that, on paper, the ARF 
assembled the cream of the region’s 
problem-solving policy and diplomatic 
talent. This posture of humility and 
self-denial therefore has to be seen 
as a testament to the novelty of 
the exercise in the Asia Pacific and 
ASEAN’s resolve to involve all the 
states of the region rather than settle 
for the more congenial ‘like-minded’ 
grouping that some favoured.  

The ARF evolved rather quickly 
into a formidable process that 
unfolded over most of every year in 
a proliferating array of meetings. 
Although voluntarily limited to 
the adoption and implementation 
of confidence building measures, 
the Cold War had stimulated quite 
a number of these measures that 
many states in the Asia Pacific had 
yet to encounter. By 1997, the ARF 
had established working groups 
to address CBMs, peace-keeping 
operations and maritime search and 
rescue, supported by intersessional 
meetings of officials. Along the way, 
new members joined the process. 
These included, inescapably, all 
the new members of ASEAN 
(Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar 
and Brunei), but also India, Sri 
Lanka, Bangladesh, Mongolia and 
North Korea. Ultimately, with 27 
participating states and concern 
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that the forum’s footprint had 
become unmanageably broad, it was 
decided to draw a line under further 
expansion.

The ARF also became associated 
with a quality or characteristic 
called the ‘ASEAN way’. This was 
distinct from determined adherence 
to the norms mentioned above and 
concerned a style of dialogue and 
debate characterised by discretion, 
informality, pragmatism, expediency, 
consensus-building, and non-
confrontational bargaining. It is not 
clear if there was a conscious decision 
to operate in this fashion or whether 
it was something that emerged 
‘naturally’ from the host states and 
was then defined and labelled the 
‘ASEAN way’. In any case, the norms 
and the ASEAN way together ensured 
two qualities widely considered to 
be of central importance to the ARF, 
namely, that developments would 
unfold at a pace comfortable to all 
and that one could say that engaging 
in the process, the fact that meetings 
were convened and attended, was as 
important as outcomes or objectives.

The ARF has now been a permanent, 
visible, high-level multilateral Asia-
Pacific security forum unambiguously 
associated with a range of norms 
for 25 years. In 2000-2002, CSCAP 
elected to re-examine the 1995 
Concept Paper and to explore the 
scope for the ARF to ‘energise’ itself, 
particularly through looking beyond 
its role as a forum for exchanging 
views. The various recommendations 
that emerged from this endeavour 
included clarifying and opening up 
the linkages between the ARF and 
Track 2 processes like CSCAP. This 
ultimately resulted in a degree of 
better connectivity, but the practice 
has always fallen short of the 
aspiration to have CSCAP and the 
ARF mutually recognise the value 
of sharing judgements on the key 
regional security issues at any given 
time that would benefit from further 

preparatory work at the Track 2 level. 

As a regional fixture over this 
extended period, the ARF has 
generated many shades of opinion 
on its effectiveness, on whether it 
has lived up to expectations and 
on whether it has done the job that 
needed to be done. Broadly speaking, 
however, these assessments appear to 
fall into two schools of thought.

One school assesses the ARF as a 
disappointment, a bold idea that lost 
its way. The ARF succumbed to the 
contention that it needed to serve an 
‘apprenticeship’ and accepted rules 
of procedure that made ‘graduation’ 
subject to a major display of collective 
political will that was all too easily 
deferred. The forum acquired a 
reputation as a ‘talk shop’ obsessed 
with procedural niceties that soon 
lost even the aspiration to step up 
as a process that could address and 
manage some of the region’s actual 
security challenges. Although the 
ARF had no mandate or mechanism 
to take its views to the outside world 
it is, of course, acknowledged that 
all participants have been free to 
draw discreetly on the discussions 
conducted in the ARF in framing their 
national policy positions and that the 
benefits to regional security may have 
been considerable. But the adherents 
to this school of thought still see 
the ARF as a political effort that is 
disproportionate to its indirect and 
uncertain benefits and an institution 
that continues to rely on other 
processes and agencies – notably 
power balancing – to sustain the 
region’s basic order and stability. 

The other school stresses the 
importance of recalling how utterly 
foreign concepts like comprehensive 
or common security were to the 
states of the Asia Pacific at the 
time that the Cold War unravelled. 
Adherents insist that in the face of 
so bleak a political landscape even 
the ASEAN aspiration to a forum 

simply for dialogue and consultation 
on security issues could be portrayed 
as heroically ambitious. To imagine 
that, at that time, the ARF had 
or could soon acquire the cohesion 
and authority to directly address 
regional security issues is considered 
a nonsense. Furthermore, adherents 
insist that, through consistency and 
persistence, the ARF has succeeded 
in propagating its norms and in 
laying the foundations for habits of 
cooperation and the harmonisation of 
views in this vast and diverse region. 
In other words, the ARF’s real success 
lies in the adverse developments that 
did not happen. More prosaically, 
the ARF also supported the two 
geopolitical objectives that ASEAN 
regarded as pivotal to harmony 
in the Asia Pacific over the longer 
term: involving China in regional 
processes and providing new reasons 
for the United States to remain 
fully engaged in the region. Other 
participants in this debate arrive at a 
similar conclusion by highlighting the 
fact that power balancing practices 
are heavy-handed and prone to 
provoke conflict unless attenuated by 
processes such as the ARF.

Regardless of how one assesses 
the efficacy of the ARF it remains 
important to consider whether the 
purposes and/or modalities of this 
process could be recast to give it 
more traction in the regional security 
environment now unfolding before us. 
The ARF itself in 2009, in crafting its 
vision statement for ARF 2020, spoke 
of making the ARF an ‘action-oriented 
mechanism’. Similarly, a 2014 
CSCAP Working Group concluded, 
unanimously, that ASEAN’s 
multilateral security processes – 
because they had been encouraged 
to evolve at a pace comfortable to all 
and were not pressed into substantive 
roles – remained relatively soft and 
experimental; and that the aspiration 
to put in place multilateral forums 
with the qualities of authority, 
responsibility, and accountability 
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should be addressed with a greater 
sense of urgency. 

These schools of thought can 
be readily detected in the short 
assessments assembled below on 
whether the ARF continues to 
deliver essential outcomes or needs 
to be re-invented. Essentially all the 
authors acknowledge that, despite 
the constraints on its purposes and 
modalities, the ARF was a testament 
to ASEAN’s vision and determination. 
Similarly, most authors concede that 
the ARF has made an unmeasurable 
but potentially invaluable 
contribution to regional stability and 
peace through inculcating norms and 
facilitating the gradual alignment of 
security perspectives. 

That said, most assessments 
convey a sense of frustration and 
impatience. The ARF may have 
been commendably ahead of its time 
in 1993/94 but the old sensitivities 
have been nurtured and sustained 
by some to preclude its development 
into a frontline regional security 
process. A major regional resource 

has been allowed to whither on 
the sidelines and to slip ever more 
clearly into irrelevance. As noted in 
the introduction to this edition of 
Outlook, avoiding the development 
of an overtly adversarial relationship 
between the US and China has been 
the primary goal of regional policy 
and academic communities for 25 
years yet over all those years it has 
proved impossible for the ARF (or, 
indeed, the East Asia Summit) to 
insist that addressing this issue 
should be an overriding priority. This 
prolonged hesitation was both costly 
and unnecessary, undervaluing the 
fact that the influence the major 
powers really seek is positive – the 
agreement or acquiescence of other 
groups in the region with their policy 
settings – rather than negative, 
bringing coercive capacities to bear to 
preclude adverse outcomes. 

There was no space for the authors of 
these assessments to expand on their 
ideas for reform of the ARF. Most are 
conscious that swift, radical change 
is not feasible and have therefore 
looked to smaller steps, particularly 

those with the potential to create 
political space for a more profound 
transformation over time. These 
include looking harder at stronger, 
common sense communications and 
other linkages between the ASEAN-
managed processes (ARF, EAS, 
ADMM), being more determined to 
find ways to be relevant on major 
issues like the Korean peninsula, 
South China Sea and Myanmar’s 
Rohingya community, and to look to 
fostering creative 1.5 track processes 
to road-test different approaches to 
entrenched problems. These ideas, 
and others flagged in the following 
comments, merit closer scrutiny 
and development as ASEAN, in 
particular, confronts the challenge of 
unshackling the ARF and allowing 
it to make a fuller contribution to 
preserving the stability and peace of 
our region.

Ron Huisken 
Adjunct Associate Professor, Strategic & 
Defence Studies Centre, ANU.

Making Sense of the ARF’s Limits 
Shafiah F. Muhibat
Reading the Chairman’s Statement 
of the 25th meeting of the ASEAN 
Regional Forum (ARF) that took place 
in Singapore, 4 August 2018, one can 
get mixed feelings. The statement 
begins by expressing “satisfaction 
[with] the progress of the ARF and 
its role in enhancing political and 
security dialogue and cooperation, as 
well as promoting confidence building 
and preventive diplomacy in the 
Asia-Pacific, as it commemorates its 
25th anniversary in 2018.” However, 
reading further into the document, 
questions begin to arise regarding 
real progress or any valuable outcome 
that the ARF has thus far achieved. 

Paragraph 24 of the Statement 
explains that the implementation 
rate of the Hanoi Plan of Action, 
which was adopted in 2009 for 
implementation in the period 
of 2010-2020, stood at 58.7%. 
Considering this is already 2018, 
with just 2 more years left of the 
period of implementation, 58.7% is 
quite a low rate to be considered as 
satisfactory progress. This may be a 
dry, mechanical, assessment but it 
still invites the question: What went 
wrong? Was the Hanoi Plan of Action 
unrealistic to begin with?

It is easy to characterise the ARF as 
being ineffective, but it is a lot more 

difficult to prescribe a remedy to it. 
An institution’s reputation depends 
on its effectiveness and legitimacy 
and, unfortunately for regional 
institutions dealing with political-
security issues, creating a balance 
between these two fundamental 
attributes is difficult.

The ARF was established in the 
immediate post-Cold War era and 
has since reflected Asia’s security 
dynamic and changing security 
architecture. It was ASEAN’s first 
expanded cooperative framework, 
covering the vast region of the Asia-
Pacific. Its wide membership has been 
both a virtue and a challenge. On the 
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11th ARF, Jakarta 2004. Source: ASEAN Regional Forum. 

one hand, for any regional institution, 
a more comprehensive membership 
and participation typically bestows 
greater legitimacy. The ARF is unique 
in that its membership is very broad 
(27 countries), it includes all of the 
Asia Pacific’s major powers, and it 
is the only regional security body of 
which the DPRK is a member. On 
the other hand, the circumstances of 
these 27 countries, as well as their 
interests, are so diverse as to make 
agreement on key issues quite rare, 
rendering the ARF rather ineffective. 

This ineffectiveness has been 
displayed in the ARF’s inability to 
engage the region’s most pressing 
and contentious disputes such as 
those in the South China Sea and 
on the Korean Peninsula. Moreover, 
being an ASEAN-led framework, 
criticism of the ARF has inevitably 
been directed also towards ASEAN, 
particularly in respect of the norms 
and principles that inform ASEAN’s 
leadership style. 

Critics have also compared the ARF 
to other regional frameworks, in 
particular ADMM, ADMM+, and 
to a certain degree the East Asia 
Summit. ADMM and ADMM+ have 
been applauded as having a more 
structured approach to security 
cooperation beyond confidence 
building – compared to the ARF – 
and for evolving a more practical 
and operational cooperative effort. 

Starting around 10 years after its 
establishment, after rounds of efforts 
towards confidence building, ARF 
countries have been emboldened to 
load more issues onto the ADMM 
agenda, mostly from the non-
traditional security arena, such as 
disaster relief. These are the areas in 
which ADMM and ADMM+ have been 
deemed more successful.

Such simple comparisons of 
distinctive processes are neither 
particularly fair nor revealing. 
The nature of the ARF – a forum 
for dialogue and consultation 
– is different from the more 
institutionalised ADMM and ADMM+ 
frameworks. The broader footprint 
and diversity of the ARF distorts the 
comparison even further. 

Boldly put, the newer mechanisms 
were made possible by the 
earlier confidence-building work 
accomplished in the ARF. I believe 
that the ARF endures because it has 
valuable attributes that the newer, 
more institutionalised frameworks 
lack. Although preventive diplomacy 
(the ARF’s next step) is still far away 
due to resistance of certain countries, 
the ARF should be retained. ASEAN 
has never disbanded a multilateral 
process that it manages, and it should 
not start with the ARF.

The question now is how to make ARF 
more relevant to a regional security 

dynamic that is strikingly different 
from the one that prevailed when it 
was first established. A classic answer 
would be for ASEAN to take the lead. 
The problem with this, of course, is 
the fact that ASEAN is going through 
tough challenges internally, with 
fingers pointing towards its decaying 
unity and centrality. Moreover, some 
ASEAN member countries have sharp 
limits to what they can contribute to 
regional efforts, in particular in terms 
of political will. Mirroring this, at the 
ARF level, members have also shown 
varying degrees of willingness and 
preparedness to explore preventive 
diplomacy, thus halting real progress 
in moving the ARF towards the next 
level of its development.

ASEAN member countries’ ability to 
‘take the lead’ in this matter remains 
a challenge, as a result of intra-
ASEAN impediments. There are, 
however, other more plausible, ways 
forward. First, to recalibrate ASEAN 
priorities and initiatives pursued 
under the different mechanisms. 
The Chairman’s Statement from 
the 25th ARF meeting mentioned 
above, acknowledges that there is 
“the need to strengthen coordination 
and streamline complementarities 
between the ARF and other ASEAN-
led mechanisms, so as to minimise 
duplication of work.” Although this 
has long been discussed (it was, for 
example, a major recommendation of 
a 2014 CSCAP review of the regional 
security architecture), streamlining 
ASEAN processes is a political 
decision, not something that can be 
delegated to the ASEAN bureaucracy. 
If the ARF is serious about this, 
as suggested in the Chairman’s 
Statement, it requires a very different 
follow-up to another paragraph in an 
official document.

Second, it is high time to consider new 
procedures for the ARF. Throughout 
its 25 years, the ARF has produced 
an abundance of documents on 
security issues in the region. Yet, 
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most of these are general guidelines 
for cooperation, lacking the detail on 
objectives and approaches associated 
with implementation. One of the 
few areas of common interest for 
which the ARF has succeeded in 
producing a workable program is 
disaster relief, where the Work Plan 
has been followed by the means of 
implementation. This example should 
be emulated in the many other issues 

identified, in principle, as fruitful 
arenas for regional cooperation. 

The ARF was essentially an 
intellectual construct. Now, looking at 
the low implementation rate for the 
Hanoi Action Plan, the ARF appears 
unmistakably as a process mired 
in a slow-moving cycle. The ARF 
needs a fresh intellectual impetus, 
an injection of new ideas on how to 

connect this uniquely capable body 
with the consequential security issues 
in play in the region. 

Shafiah F. Muhibat 
Head of Department. of International 
Relations, Centre for Strategic and 
International Studies (CSIS), Jakarta, 
Indonesia

ARF members must think outside the box
Kavi Chongkittavorn

When the idea of ASEAN Region 
Forum (ARF) was discussed in 
earnest in early 1990’s, the world 
was a more predictable place. With 
the US indisputably the predominant 
power, the established international 
world order remained securely in 
place. At the inaugural ARF meeting 
in Bangkok in 1994 the strategic 
environment was relatively stable 
with the US and its strong network 
of allies providing continued security 
leadership. The ARF meeting 
therefore focused on exploring ways 
and means to promote peace and 
stability by involving the members 
of Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) and their major 
dialogue partners, especially the 
permanent members of the United 
Nations Security Council. This 

became the pattern of discourse and 
engagement in the ARF over the past 
two decades and more. The ARF has 
served as a fulcrum for all Indo-
Pacific countries, and some beyond, 
to interact with each other to avoid 
conflicts. At the forum, participants 
engaged in relentless discussions 
on confidence-building involving 
preventive diplomacy with the simple 
objective of giving peace a chance.

Fast track to the present time, the 
ARF has expanded to 27 members 
and engages in exchanges on myriad 
forms of cooperation among its 
members in traditional and non-
traditional security areas. The 
processes developed and sustained 
by the ARF, including the various 
intersessional activities, have evolved 
into a capacity for members to test 

one another’s political will and 
visions. Furthermore, they also learn 
to increase their interoperability 
in the technical and non-technical 
aspects of preventive diplomacy. 
Without these capacities, the region’s 
strategic environment and the policies 
actually being implemented at the 
ground level are likely to have been 
even more unpredictable. These 
capacities need to be encouraged 
because, even without the concrete 
objectives favoured by Western 
countries, more dialogue can augment 
confidence among members.

It is interesting to note that during 
the first few years of the ARF the 
elephant in the room was China. 
The world’s most populous country 
was rising economically but without 
creating any discomfort politically. 
At times, Beijing would display 
strong support for ASEAN initiatives 
directing dialogue and preventive 
diplomacy at issues affecting peace 
and stability in the region rather 
than for the tougher carrot and stick 
(often including sanctions) approaches 
preferred by non-ASEAN members. 

For instance, for years ASEAN has 
indicated that it would like to play 
some role in the reduction of tensions 
on the Korean Peninsula—the topic 
has appeared on the ARF agenda 
since 1995. But the US, Japan and 

13th ARF Heads of Defence Universities / Colleges / Institutions, Bangkok 2009.  
Source: ASEAN Regional Forum. 
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South Korea were reluctant to go 
along, fearing ASEAN might adopt 
softer positions against North 
Korea’s growing intransigence as it 
aspired to acquire a nuclear weapon 
capability. After the setting up of 
the Six-Party Talks (SPT) in 2003, 
ASEAN thought the ARF would serve 
as a natural platform for peace talks 
and denuclearisation efforts because 
all parties to the SPT were also ARF 
members.

We have now had another hopeful 
development on the Korean question, 
presenting the ARF with a further 
opportunity: the four-point joint 
statement issued after the historic 
summit between US President Donald 
Trump and North Korean leader Kim 
Jong-Un. The ARF could be the venue 
to discuss what the denuclearised 
future of the Korean Peninsula may 
entail. Now more than before, the 
ARF members could get involved in 
part or in full to help resolve one of 
the world’s longstanding conflicts.

ASEAN has been consistent in 
using dialogue and diplomacy as 
the primary means to engage North 
Korea. Appreciating ASEAN good 
will, Pyongyang joined the ARF in 
2000 and acceded to Treaty of Amity 
and Cooperation in 2008. It showed 
the hermit kingdom was looking for 
new friends and platforms to express 
its views. In April last year North 
Korea even appealed to ASEAN 
foreign ministers for help to avoid 
“nuclear holocaust” on the peninsula.

ASEAN could take an early 
opportunity to form a small ARF 
caucus to assist North Korea 
in carrying out its pledge for 
denuclearisation. Prior to the Trump-
Kim summit, Washington was 
working closely with ASEAN to bring 
more pressure to bear on Pyongyang 
but ASEAN chose to engage the 
ASEAN way. This would also pave 
the way for the ARF members to 
move from preventive diplomacy 

toward conflict resolution. 

As the ARF enters its 24th year the 
regional security environment is 
completely opposite to that in the 
early days of ARF gatherings. At 
present, power shifts occur almost on 
a daily basis. The region seems devoid 
of established patterns or predictable 
policy settings. There is an urgent 
need for ARF members to adopt a 
proactive role in easing tension and 
helping with humanitarian relief 
within the region.

Indeed, the crisis in Rakhine State 
provides another good opportunity for 
the ARF members to think outside 
the box and utilise the cumulative 
strength of their preventive 
diplomatic experience. Currently, 
the United Nations and Myanmar 
have recently signed a memorandum 
of understanding to repatriate the 
Rohingya refugees to their places 
of origin or of their choosing. This 
is a significant development, and 
something that the ARF process 
should be part of. To repatriate nearly 
200,000 refugees would require 
massive international assistance and 
close collaboration between Myanmar 
and its international counterparts.

Obviously, Myanmar as a member of 
ASEAN, would have to approve of any 
future ARF initiatives at its northern 
border. Under the chairmanship of 
Singapore ASEAN has already offered 
to provide humanitarian assistance 
to help ease the dire situation in 
Rakhine. Thailand, Indonesia and 
the Philippines can beef up the 
operational capability of the ASEAN 
Humanitarian Assistance Centre 
(AHA) inside Myanmar. If need 
be, individual ARF members could 
provide additional assistance and 
funding. 

Furthermore, at the 32nd ASEAN 
Summit several preventive measures 
were discussed and considered 
such as promoting inter-faith 

dialogue among community leaders 
with different religious faiths and 
providing better public health 
services. ARF members can translate 
their longstanding simulations in 
humanitarian and disaster assistance 
into real actions in Rakhine. The 
untested ASEAN Institute for Peace 
and Reconciliation can be utilised to 
promote inter-faith dialogue using 
lessons learned from Indonesia, 
Singapore and Thailand.

The situation in Rakhine constitutes 
an outstanding test case for ARF 
members to showcase their knowledge 
and coordination skills at the level 
of both policy and implementation. 
As the upcoming ASEAN chair 
in 2019, Thailand would like to 
make full use of the knowledge and 
experience it has gained from the 
ARF intersessional programs. 

Looking ahead, the ARF remains the 
only regional-wide security platform 
that has the track record and the 
potential to cope with the region’s 
familiar and emerging security 
challenges. The time has come for the 
ARF to show its mettle.

Kavi Chongkittavorn 
Senior Fellow, Institute of Security and 
International Studies, Chulalongkorn 
University


