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The ASEAN Regional Forum: 25 years of just optics?
Huong Le Thu

When ASEAN leaders, in Singapore 
in July 1993, formally announced the 
intention to convene the inaugural 
ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) 
the following year they declared 
that the objective was to develop 
a “predictable and constructive 
pattern of relationships in the 
Asia-Pacific”. In 2018, looking back 
over the intervening 25 years, 
this objective still looks distant 
and aspirational. “Predictability” 
and “constructiveness” have been 
falling victim to volatile leaderships 
and an increasingly tense security 
environment. Even the name of the 
region is contested – now the accepted 
“Asia-Pacific” is increasingly called as 
the more elusive “Indo-Pacific”. What 
does this mean for the future of the 
ARF and its mission? 

The disparity between the intentions 
and convention of ARF meetings 
and the sense of its relevance is 
only widening. At the 25th ASEAN 
Regional Forum on 4 August 
2018, the Ministers of member 
states noted “with satisfaction the 
progress of the ARF and its role in 
enhancing political and security 
dialogue and cooperation.” While 
incorporating key global actors, the 
forum remains determined to move 
“at a pace comfortable to all”, which 
rarely means satisfying anyone. The 

objective of the ARF has been to 
develop multilateralism and enable 
the countries of the wider region to 
adjust peacefully to the changes in 
the regional balance of power that 
unfolded after the end of the Cold 
War. The ARF modus operandi 
followed the ASEAN model, which 
means it adopted the “ASEAN Way” 
of informality and consultations. 
It placed preventive diplomacy 
and conflict avoidance at the core 
of its ultimate purpose. Despite a 
comprehensive agenda that spans 
non-proliferation, peacekeeping, 
disaster management, urban 
emergency or food security, and an 
impressive rate of success (a claimed 
implementation rate of 58.7%), the 
dominant perception of the ARF 
is still that of a process “built to 
fail” (to cite two key observers of 
the ARF, Tan See Seng and Ralf 
Emmers). This can be illustrated 
with reference to both the ARF’s 
conceptual underpinnings as well as 
its bureaucratic design. 

The Concept Paper on Moving 
Towards Preventive Diplomacy 
was approved by the ARF in 2014. 
The paper re-affirmed definition 
and principles of preventive 
diplomacy (PD) adopted by the ARF 
in 2001, which again sandwiched 
the concept in between confidence 

building mechanism (CBMs) and 
conflict resolution, in a three-stage 
evolutionary process. The ARF’s 
failure to institutionalise PD invites 
consideration of delinking the PD 
agenda from the ARF altogether. 
The ARF should not be held 
‘hostage’ by the lack of progress 
in institutionalising PD any more 
than the regional PD agenda should 
depend on the ARF’s ability to give it 
substance.

In the early years of the ARF, 
Michael Leifer, one of fathers of 
Southeast Asian security studies, 
described it as “barely an institution 
in its current embryonic structure. 
It lacks a secretariat, so far, as well 
as a geographic locus of permanent 
activity. It is very much a peripatetic 
entity governed by ASEAN’s 
diplomatic cycle whereby member 
governments take it in turn each year 
to head the Standing Committee.” As 
such, ASEAN has been well placed to 
influence the ARF’s agenda, despite 
the clause that all members have 
equal participation. This feature 
of the ARF has not changed over 
the past quarter of a century. The 
performance and prospects of the ARF 
have, therefore, been inseparably 
linked to ASEAN itself. At the ARF 
meetings, there is usually a big 
disconnect when it comes to what is 
happening during the inter-sessional 
period and during the ARF Ministers’ 
Meeting. The Ministers Meetings 
would usually reflect the urgency of 
issues that vary from time to time, 
and discussions would begin from 
a broader perspective considering 
the large number of participants. 
The ministers rarely discuss the 
next steps. No wonder, the ARF has 
come to be perceived as a platform 
for dialogue and consultation, while 
any actual activities related to PD 

9th ARF Heads of Defence Universities / Colleges / Institutions, Hanoi 2005. Source: ASEAN Regional Forum. 
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are expected to happen elsewhere. 
For this reason, a number of analysts 
highlight the importance of ARF-
related track 1.5 and 2 processes as 
they can lay the groundwork for ideas 
that the track 1 process can pick up 
on.

An initial success of the ARF in 
its early years was the ability to 
engage the great powers, including 
the biggest at the time – the US – 
despite its long-standing preference 
for bilateral security arrangements. 
But the ARF succeeded in being 
accepted as complementary to the 
major powers’ existing security 
networks, managing to also attract 
Japan, China as well as Russia and 
later on the European Union – the 
biggest non-state member. More 
interestingly, as the ARF expanded, 
the inclusion of the DPRK became 
one of its biggest trademarks. The 
ARF’s ever-expanding membership 
confirmed its ‘open regionalism’ 
character – a rare quality where 
security organisations are 
concerned. Despite its commitment 
to that principle, and the precedent 

established by APEC, the ARF 
and China could not agree on an 
arrangement to include Taiwan. 

The ARF has not sparked more 
attention than when then US 
Secretary of State Hillary Clinton 
announced at its 2011 meeting in 
Hanoi that America had a ‘national 
interest’ in the South China Sea 
issue, making it a player in the 
dispute. But other than providing 
good photo opportunities, especially 
for ASEAN partners to showcase 
their commitment to the region and 
“ASEAN Centrality”, the ARF has 
been sliding into obsolescence. Its 
main function now is optics, and its 
main message is “ASEAN”. The AFR 
has not been successful in finding 
its own personality. ARF’s large 
membership, weak institutional 
structures, strict adherence to the 
norms of sovereignty and non-
interference, and divergent strategic 
outlooks have combined with the 
‘formalisation’ of the ASEAN Way, 
to make the ARF highly inflexible, 
which in turn inhibited the evolution 
of the various CBMs and PD activities 

on its agenda. If optics remain the 
ARF biggest asset, then it clearly 
risks being dispensable. The East 
Asia Summit, for example -- although 
it has similar shortcomings related 
to its ASEAN Way design, but with 
fewer members – can perform similar 
function while focusing more on 
economic cooperation. Given the 
intensification of security challenges 
in the region, the ARF needs to be 
more than a “photo opportunity”. It 
needs to become what many hoped 
and expected of it, namely, to be a 
process that would civilise the often 
clumsy and dangerous activities of 
the major powers as they aspired 
to build and sustain a balance of 
power. An important start is to move 
away from thinking about the ARF 
process quantitively (in such terms 
as members and agenda items) in 
favour of its qualitative effects on the 
regional security issues of the day.  

Huong Le Thu 
Senior Analyst, Australian Strategic 
Policy Institute.

Practical Cooperation, Preventive Diplomacy, Human Security and the 
future of the ARF

Maria Ortuoste 
Twenty-five years is a milestone for 
the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) 
and, as is usual during similar 
junctures, there are questions about 
the Forum’s continued relevance. 
This essay makes two arguments. 
First, there is a continuing need 
for a regional security mechanism, 
such as the ARF, to help deal 
with geostrategic changes and 
transnational problems. Second, the 
ARF could enhance its contribution 
to regional security by taking more 

active steps towards developing 
capabilities for preventive diplomacy 
(PD) and by making human security a 
more prominent objective. 

When the Cold War ended, Asia-
Pacific countries found themselves 
in unchartered waters. The spectre 
of a power vacuum, a brewing arms 
race, the possible drawdown of 
U.S. forces, U.S.-China tensions, 
maritime disputes and North Korea’s 
belligerence were just some of their 
concerns. At the time, the ARF was 

regarded by many as a necessary 
placeholder because it allowed for 
informal diplomatic engagement 
among disputing countries while 
also presenting an opportunity to 
develop an appreciation of cooperative 
security among regional states.

In one sense, the ARF did succeed 
in maintaining the status quo – U.S. 
forces stayed, traditional principles 
of sovereignty and non-interference 
were reinforced, and the neoliberal 
economic order remained firmly 
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in place. But instincts supporting 
cooperative security remained weak. 
China, Russia and North Korea – 
countries that had wanted a regional 
order independent of the U.S. – now 
have the capability and willingness 
to assert their agenda unilaterally. 
China has used its military power 
and diplomatic influence to garner 
advantage in the South China Sea, 
Russia has invaded Crimea and is 
reportedly disrupting the domestic 
politics of other countries, while 
North Korea has improved its nuclear 
and missile capabilities. Thus, a 
regional security mechanism with the 
capacity to lower inter-state tensions 
remains an imperative.  

Such a capacity has proven elusive. 
Not only is it difficult to achieve 
consensus among 27 disparate 
participants, but ARF itself has 
become an arena for soft competition 
and geostrategic manoeuvring, 
especially on the South China Sea 
issue. The U.S. demands freedom 
of navigation which is supported 

by Japan. China, supported by 
Russia, regards the involvement 
of more distant states as “external 
interference”. ASEAN has no 
united stance on this matter – some 
claimants prefer quiet negotiations, 
while others, like the Philippines, 
have railed against China. Cambodia 
has even broken consensus with 
ASEAN when pressed by China. The 
North Korean issue has similarly 
been difficult especially when the U.S. 
called for the suspension of North 
Korea in 2017 because of the latter’s 
non-compliance with Security Council 
resolutions. This pattern of challenges 
can be expected to continue into the 
next decade as Xi Jinping, Vladimir 
Putin and Kim-Jong Un have ensured 
the longevity of their leadership. A 
bigger problem is that the U.S., whose 
presence is still regarded by many 
regional leaders as necessary, is no 
longer a predictable partner. 

These tensions could perhaps have 
been moderated had the ARF built PD 
on stronger foundations.  Observers 

assess that progress in this area has 
been glacial and contentious. It took 
17 years to produce a Work Plan 
and the definitions and principles 
adopted are not robust. The activities 
involve more discussion than action, 
and there is a strong insistence on 
consensus, if not unanimous, decision-
making in this area. The ARF’s 
version of PD has also been designed 
to follow strict diplomatic conventions 
and norms, a likely obstacle when 
responding to typically untidy 
transnational challenges.

Nevertheless, all is not lost. The 
PD Work Plan also mentions that 
cooperation in other related areas, 
such as humanitarian assistance 
and disaster relief (HA/DR) needs to 
proceed. The overlap in the agendas 
of PD and HA/DR might provide 
opportunities for PD-style activities to 
become part of the ARF’s repertoire. 
The ARF has made progress on the 
four pillars of practical security 
cooperation – disaster relief, counter-
terrorism and transnational crime, 

5th ARF, Manila 1998. Source: ASEAN Regional Forum. 
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non-proliferation and disarmament, 
and maritime security. Momentum is 
strong, especially in HA/DR, where 
some participants have engaged 
in tabletop and live exercises. 
Developing HA/DR capabilities 
and joint responses is necessary as 
the United Nations estimates that 
disasters could cost the region $160 
billion annually by 2030. Here are 
some further recommendations: 

1. Identify and articulate a common 
terminology for multilateral 
HA/DR operations based on 
international law and best 
practice; 

2. Accept that the involvement of 
humanitarian organisations in 
HA/DR operations is a reality 
that needs to be anticipated and 
planned for; 

3. Given that effective HA/DR 
requires that parties agree on the 
conduct of their respective units, 
the PD group could draft a model 

Status of Forces Agreement 
(SOFA) and hold it in readiness; 
and, 

4. Act on the existing 
recommendations to provide 
more resources to the ARF Unit 
to allow it to perform additional 
functions such as monitoring 
responses to disasters or 
maritime crime and engaging 
the Eminent and Expert 
Persons (EEPs) to evaluate 
opportunities for, and roadblocks 
to, effective responses to HA/DR 
contingencies. 

ARF participants have a stake in 
regional stability. Together, the 27 
ARF countries account for more 
than 75% of the world’s GDP and of 
the world’s total military spending. 
The ARF needs both government 
and public support if it is to thrive. 
Despite their differences, the Forum’s 
participants developed a Vision 
Statement in which the ARF is 
reconceptualised as “action-oriented.” 

Obtaining public support, however, 
will be just as crucial.  The forum 
has taken an important step down 
this road by including Trafficking 
in Persons as one of its projects but 
it still has a long way to go to make 
the human security aspects of this 
issue prevail over notions of state 
control of territory and to capitalize 
on the utility of the ARF to deal with 
transnational issues.

The ARF can still be a significant 
actor in regional security, provide 
concrete aid to people and develop 
preventive diplomacy during this 
period of geostrategic change. But 
this will depend on building the 
momentum of some cooperative 
activities, providing resources to 
the ARF Unit, and taking seriously 
human security in order to gain 
broader support for the Forum.

Maria Ortuoste 
Associate professor of political science, 
California State University East Bay, 
Philippines.

On the ARF: A Malaysian perspective 
Hoo Chiew-Ping 
The achievements and limitations 
of the ASEAN Regional Forum 
(ARF), envisioned to be the primary 
multilateral forum on regional 
security issues, has long been a 
controversial topic, including in 
Malaysia. Critics of the ARF feel 
frustrated that, after 25 years, it 
still serves mostly as a “talk shop” 
– an extension of the function of 
ASEAN – and that progress through 
its self-generated objectives – 
moving from “confidence-building 
measures” to engaging in “preventive 
diplomacy and, ultimately, to 
“conflict-resolution” (known to some 
as the “elaboration of approaches to 
conflict”) – has been minimal. On 
the other hand, some analysts, such 

as Mohamed Jawhar Hassan, the 
former chairman of the Institute of 
Strategic and International Studies 
of Malaysia, commend the ARF for 
inculcating norms and providing 
a channel for dialogue, despite the 
difficulties of accommodating the 
interests, pace and comfort levels of a 
very diverse membership. 

Mahathir Mohammad, the current 
Malaysian Prime Minister, and also 
Prime Minister from 1981 to 2003, 
played an important role in the 
creation of the ARF. At that time, 
Mahathir distinguished the ARF 
from the Organisation of Security 
and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) 
which he depicted as a strongly 

institutionalised body with a clear 
propensity toward intervention 
and conflict resolution. In contrast, 
Mahathir saw the strategic value 
of the ARF in facilitating dialogue, 
creating an ASEAN-centred structure 
for engaging the major powers, and 
socialising China. In the same vein, 
his successor, Abdullah Badawi, once 
warned against turning the ARF into 
some kind of tool for military-style 
“deterrence,” insisting that the ARF 
was meant for the “development of 
friendship rather than identification 
of enemies.” A diplomatic official 
told the author that the ethos of 
the ARF is essentially “respect 
thy neighbour.” Accordingly, when 
Malaysia addresses security problems 
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with its immediate neighbours, it 
avoids highlighting the problems 
or weaknesses of its neighbours, 
preferring to simply mention or touch 
on the issue without pressing for 
immediate substantive actions. For 
substantive actions, Malaysia feels 
that other processes are available, 
for instance, trilateral Malaysia-
Indonesia-Philippines cooperation on 
maritime security.

Given these attitudes, the Malaysian 
government in particular is not 
terribly disappointed with the 
performance of the ARF. From the 
very inception of the ARF, Malaysia 
recognised its inherent limitations, 
had modest expectations of what it 
could do, and, on this basis, pushed 
for its progress and recognised its 
achievements. For much the same 
reason, Malaysia also welcomed the 
inclusion of non-traditional security 
challenges in the ARF’s agenda. 
Although sometimes seen as diverting 

the focus away from the traditional 
security agenda that was the intended 
purpose of the ARF, Malaysia sees 
the inclusion of non-traditional 
security challenges as demonstrating 
the ARF’s flexibility in responding 
to new security challenges, such 
as cyber security. In addition, if 
this development fostered practical 
improvement and developed trust 
and confidence-building among the 
members of the ARF, Malaysia saw 
very little to complain about. 

An incident that had the potential 
to change the way Malaysia sees 
the ARF was the assassination 
of Kim Jong Nam in Malaysia in 
2017. The incident involved the 
use of a chemical agent in a busy 
airport that could have resulted in 
the deaths of many civilians and 
involved significant economic costs. 
It could have compelled ASEAN and 
the ARF to take a tougher stand 
on the challenges posed by North 

Korea’s covert activities in the region. 
Given the high profile of the case, 
Malaysia could have put something 
forward – perhaps highlighting the 
WMD proliferation dimensions of the 
incident – to gain support from the 
members to, for example, collaborate 
with other ASEAN security processes 
like the ASEAN Defence Ministers 
Meeting (ADMM)-Plus, in monitoring 
North Korean movements in the 
region. However, under the Najib 
Razak administration, Malaysia 
elected not to exercise this option. In 
the event, the 2017 ARF condemned 
North Korean nuclear and missile 
provocations without mentioning or 
raising the assassination incident. 
Put into the context of Malaysia’s 
traditional expectations of the 
functions and roles of the ARF, 
however, the action (or inaction) of 
the Najib administration should not 
be too much of a surprise.

ARF Defence Officials’ Dialogue, Melaka 2014. Source: ASEAN Regional Forum. 
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Although Malaysia experienced a 
change of government in May 2018, 
the foreign policy of the country 
in regard to ASEAN and the ARF 
will largely remain the same. The 
return of  Mahathir may give some 
much needed impetus to ASEAN’s 
willingness to show leadership, but it 
remains unlikely that he will seek to 
change the purposes and modalities 
of the ARF that he helped to put in 
place. This long-held aversion to a 
more activist or interventionist ARF, 
whether it is Mahathir or Najib, 
underscores the strongly entrenched 
ethos of the ASEAN Way. After all, 
the ARF is an ASEAN-anchored 
platform, and to a certain extent it 
has to reflect the ASEAN Way. It 
translates into a prevailing ethos that 

difficult issues should be discussed 
in a search for common ground but 
without any presumption that such 
discussions are the precursor to 
substantive action. 

In short, Malaysia prefers the status 
quo for the ARF. This is despite the 
fact that the fallout from the US-
China strategic competition means 
that the region is having to cope with 
formidable geopolitical challenges. 
Official US documents (the National 
Security Strategy and National 
Defense Strategy) now clearly identify 
China as a serious strategic adversary 
over the long-term. The Indo-
Pacific Strategy is carefully focused 
on trying to counter and reverse 
Chinese influences, especially in the 

Southeast Asian region. For pressing 
issues involving the ASEAN states, 
Malaysia will prefer that ASEAN 
explore platforms other than the ARF 
(such as bilateral and minilateral 
alternatives). For major regional 
strategic issues such as the US-China 
strategic competition, Malaysia still 
sees the ARF as the best platform to 
moderate the behaviour of the two 
major powers and to register the 
views and concerns of the smaller and 
middle powers in the region. 

Hoo Chiew-Ping 
senior lecturer, strategic studies and 
international relations, National 
University of Malaysia.

Rejuvenating the ARF: Challenges and Prospects
See Seng Tan
Security regionalism in the Asia-
Pacific has been described as a 
frustrating enterprise and for good 
reason. A big part of this has to do 
with perceptions about the ASEAN 
Regional Forum (ARF), which 
turned 24 in 2018. Feted when it 
was launched in 1994, the ARF 
has since become a poster child for 
what many believe is fundamentally 

wrong about Asia-Pacific regionalism, 
not least ASEAN’s lack of effective 
regional leadership as custodian of 
the region’s security architecture. 
The ARF’s inability to conduct 
preventive diplomacy is well known. 
Its subsequent turn to non-traditional 
security (NTS) issues, welcomed 
as an opportunity for the ARF to 
engage in practical cooperation, not 

only puts it in indirect competition 
with the ASEAN Defence Ministers 
Meeting-Plus (ADMM-Plus), but 
risks disqualifying the ARF as 
a regional actor of consequence 
should it inadvertently recuse itself 
from the region’s most important 
strategic challenges. Others have also 
suggested that the organisational 
design and diplomatic protocols of the 

ARF Experts and Eminent Persons Group, Singapore 2016. Source: ASEAN Regional Forum. 
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ARF, combined with the institutional 
gamesmanship of its members, 
effectively consign the Forum’s efforts 
to lowest common denominator 
outcomes at best and outright failure 
at worst. 

The ARF is not without its champions. 
They contend the enduring normative 
significance of the Forum has been its 
pursuit of cooperative security and the 
promotion of mutual understanding 
and trust, thereby helping to build 
a more secure regional security 
landscape. It is fair to say that this 
represents a minority opinion. The 
purported irrelevance of the ARF 
to regional security is so keenly felt 
around the region that a number of 
its middle power members, Australia, 
Japan and South Korea, proposed 
alternatives in the late 2000s to 
complement the ARF, if not replace 
it altogether. Their ideas never got 
to see the light of day for a variety 
of reasons, not least because they 
fundamentally challenged ASEAN’s 
centrality in Asia-Pacific regionalism 
and ultimately lacked the support 
of the major powers, China and 
the US. Moreover, and perhaps 
fortuitously for the ARF, when the 
membership of the East Asia Summit 
(EAS) grew to include Russia and 
the US in 2011, supporters of former 
Australian leader Kevin Rudd’s ‘Asia-
Pacific Community’ vision quickly 
rationalised that the enlarged leaders-
led EAS was what they had been 
advocating all along. 

But the ARF cannot live on 
serendipity alone. The ADMM-
Plus has been forging ahead with 
increasingly complex multilateral 
exercises and enhancing the capacity, 
cooperation and interoperability 
of the region’s militaries in 
humanitarian assistance and disaster 
relief (HADR), maritime security 
and counterterrorism—areas also 
highlighted by the ARF as part of 
its ‘action-oriented’ agenda. The 
progress made hitherto by the ARF 

in practical NTS cooperation pales 
in comparison to the achievements 
of the ADMM-Plus.  Moreover, the 
strategy of avoidance the ARF seems 
to have adopted has not prevented 
the South China Sea from forcing its 
way into the Forum’s proceedings as 
a result of big power rivalry. The ARF 
has threatened to become an arena 
for intensifying strategic rivalry and 
diplomatic confrontations between 
its members, pressures that threaten 
to overwhelm its deliberately ‘soft’ 
processes and to put an already shaky 
institution at risk of implosion.  

What can the ARF do to rejuvenate 
itself? Some years ago, this author 
suggested that the Forum was ‘built 
to fail’ as an actor in preventive 
diplomacy (PD). But with great 
power spats forcing their way into 
ARF meetings—despite the Forum’s 
attempts at dodging the region’s 
flashpoints—the ARF is impelled to 
do PD by default if not by design, 
albeit in the lesser role of facilitator 
rather than mediator. While the 
Forum’s consensus-oriented brand 
of multilateral diplomacy has proved 
unsuitable for PD, ASEAN, using 
the occasions provided by the ARF’s 
annual dialogues, should proactively 
seek to bring together competing 
great powers in a bilateral setting to 
manage if not resolve tensions. For 
example, it is rarely acknowledged 
that the ARF indirectly facilitated 
dialogue between the China and the 
US in 1996, during the heightened 
tensions between China and Taiwan. 
The scope for the ARF to play such a 
role – even as a facilitator let alone 
mediator – has since been narrowed 
further by the growing disunity within 
ASEAN in recent years as a result 
of ASEAN member countries being 
pressured by contending big powers to 
take sides.  

The Korea issue could be a second 
track for the ARF, bearing in mind 
that since the demise of the Six 
Party Talks, it is the only regional 

security arrangement of which North 
Korea is officially a member. The 
ARF could look to play an invaluable 
supportive role through fostering a 
normative environment that supports 
and encourages the relevant parties 
to stay committed to the long and 
difficult trek towards furthering long-
term peace and security in the Korean 
Peninsula. Thirdly, with the region 
hosting various attempts by interested 
parties at developing the concept of 
the ‘Indo-Pacific’, it is the ARF, with 
a membership that includes South 
Asia’s nuclear weapons states India 
and Pakistan, that is currently most 
representative of the concept. Should 
this new concept take hold—indeed, 
the US has already renamed its 
Pacific Command as the ‘Indo-Pacific 
Command’—the ARF would not only 
inherit legacy issues stemming from 
the older Asia-Pacific concept, but 
must brace itself to absorb new ones 
such as the ‘Quad’ and the strategic 
challenges that come with it. 

Finally, the ARF should pursue 
greater complementarity and better 
coordination with the ADMM-Plus. 
While the ARF has talked much about 
PD but done little with it, the ADMM-
Plus has quietly forged ahead with 
advances in HADR, counterterrorism 
and maritime security cooperation 
that significantly enhance its 
capacity as a PD actor without it ever 
declaring its intentions to become 
one, not publicly at least. By seeking 
a stronger strategic complementarity 
with the ADMM-Plus, the ARF 
could give a much-needed boost to 
its stalled PD ambitions. Indeed, 
despite unwittingly walking away 
from the demanding expectations 
foisted on it as the region’s core 
multilateral security process, the 
prospect of the ARF actually assuming 
a PD function—even if only through 
association with the ADMM-Plus—
is a key way to restore the region’s 
confidence in the Forum as an actor of 
consequence. 
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Rejuvenation of the ARF does not 
necessarily entail a major overhaul 
of its institutional design to make 
it more like the European Union. 
Management gurus distinguish 
between efficiency and effectiveness. 
Efficiency refers to doing things the 
right way whereas effectiveness refers 
to doing the right thing. There is no 

better time for the ARF, through the 
focused determination and collective 
will of its ASEAN and non-ASEAN 
stakeholders, to collectively do the 
right thing and to foster a more 
effective Forum. The region, whether 
Asia-Pacific or Indo-Pacific, needs and 
deserves a rejuvenated ARF. 

See Seng Tan 
Professor of International Relations, 
S. Rajaratnam School of International 
Studies (RSIS), Nanyang Technological 
University.  

Revisiting the ASEAN Regional Forum 
John D. Ciorciari
Since its infancy, the ASEAN 
Regional Forum has attracted 
criticism that it is ill equipped 
to address the key present and 
prospective security challenges facing 
the Asia-Pacific region. Even many of 
the ARF’s proponents have depicted 
it as a young institution finding 
its legs, hopeful that it will evolve 
beyond confidence-building measures 

to engage in preventive diplomacy 
and conflict resolution. As the ARF 
reaches the quarter-century mark, 
that hope appears forlorn. The forum 
nevertheless delivers enough value in 
its current form to justify continued 
investment, and incremental changes 
can help it play its roles more 
effectively.  

Critiques of the ARF have long 
focused on the limits of consensus-
based diplomacy. Demands that the 
ARF “do more” reflect an abiding 
preference—particularly in the 
United States—for rule-based 
institutions in which members 
debate, set, and enforce standards 
of behaviour. This preference has 
roots in both American culture and 

24th ARF 2017. US Secretary Tillerson meets with Japanese Foreign Minister Taro Kono. Source: U.S. Mission in Japan. 
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clout. U.S. officials are accustomed to 
legalistic institutions and generally 
expect to have enough influence to use 
them to advance national values and 
interests.

The ARF unsurprisingly has 
been resistant to that type of 
organisational change. Many 
participating states see binding 
rules, up-down votes, and other 
legalistic features as tools for coercive 
diplomacy, which they regard more 
as a potential threat than a useful 
way to resolve regional disputes. 
Without those tools, the ARF defaults 
to a diplomatic gathering place and 
a mechanism to coordinate regional 
cooperation on issues that are 
anodyne enough to evade a veto.

Successive U.S. administrations 
have sought to use the ARF as a 
vehicle to address hard cases such 
as North Korea’s nuclear program 
and the South China Sea dispute. In 
general, those efforts have borne less 
fruit than frustration. The Trump 
administration has repeated this 
pattern. 

Before the 2017 ministerial meeting, 
U.S. officials pressed fellow ARF 
members to suspend North Korea 
for its nuclear tests and other 
provocations. Pyongyang participates 
in no other regional forum, and thus 
ARF suspension would have isolated 
North Korea diplomatically. U.S. 
officials argued that ostracism would 
help force Kim Jong-un back to the 
bargaining table. Whether or not they 
were correct, the U.S. proposal was 
dead on arrival. Enforcing a bar on 
participation would have required 
a sea change for the ARF, which 
has diffuse criteria for entry and no 
agreed expulsion procedure. 

A year later, North Korea again 
topped the 2018 ARF agenda. This 
time, U.S. Secretary of State Mike 
Pompeo did not seek to exclude 
Pyongyang. Rather, he tried to drive 
multilateral diplomacy that would 

help U.S. officials engage North Korea 
on favourable terms. Pompeo thus 
exchanged pleasantries with DPRK 
foreign minister Ri Yong Ho while 
pressing North Korea’s neighbours 
to maintain stiff sanctions until 
Kim Jong Un fulfils his pledge to 
denuclearise. 

That effort also had little apparent 
effect. Ri used the ARF stage to 
blast U.S. officials for bullying 
and defying Trump’s intention to 
reduce tension. Pompeo clashed 
publicly with Russian diplomats, and 
consensus was far from forthcoming. 
The relevant passage in the ARF 
chairman’s statement expressed less 
alarm than in the previous year, 
suggesting weaker regional pressure 
on North Korea after the Singapore 
Summit. In such cases, it is not 
difficult to discern why critics in the 
United States and elsewhere lament 
the ARF’s inability to “do more.” 

The ARF almost certainly will not 
develop the institutional features 
needed to address the region’s most 
pressing security issues decisively. 
Nevertheless, there are at least three 
reasons why the forum remains 
useful. First, the ARF meeting helps 
justify the protection of scarce time 
on senior officials’ calendars for 
regional diplomacy—particularly 
in non-resident powers like the 
United States. Contentious security 
issues may not be resolved, but 
their effective management depends 
on regular high-level diplomatic 
exchange.

Second, the ARF includes a 
broader array of states than any 
other Asia-Pacific security forum. 
While its breadth has been cited 
as an impediment to progress, a 
leaner ARF would win consensus 
on sensitive regional security 
issues only if it were to exclude 
key protagonists—hardly a recipe 
for peaceful conflict resolution. 
Importantly, the forum’s breadth 
opens doors for meaningful 

engagement beyond alliance clusters 
and great-power strategic dialogues. 
The ARF is the key link between 
the U.S. security presence in Asia 
and the region’s web of multilateral 
institutions.

Lastly, the value of confidence-
building exercises should not be 
dismissed. Initiatives such as marine 
domain awareness, disaster relief, 
and environmental protection do not 
solve the feud in the South China 
Sea, but they help build relationships 
and lines of communication. In a 
crisis, those contacts could dampen 
the risk of escalation. 

Incremental change could enhance 
these functions. The ARF could be 
entrusted with greater authority 
to consolidate duplicative functions 
within the region’s various ASEAN-
centred institutions. It could also 
foster an expanded set of “Track 
1.5” initiatives to provide greater 
space for constructive dialogue. Such 
ventures could facilitate discussion 
of what comes after the ARF’s Vision 
Statement 2020 and give participants 
chances to road-test creative ideas 
for addressing issues that appear 
intractable.

In the foreseeable future, the ARF 
will remain a forum in which 
governments jockey for position at a 
high level and seek modest tracts of 
common ground to enable cooperation 
at lower levels. Rather than seeking 
to transform the ARF—an effort 
bound to falter—participants should 
focus on ways to take efficient 
advantage of this very limited but 
necessary institution.  

John D. Ciorciari
Associate Professor and Director of the 
International Policy Center, Gerald R. 
Ford School of Public Policy, University 
of Michigan, USA.
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The ASEAN Regional Forum: What should the future hold?
Takeshi Yuzawa

From a scholarly perspective, the 
twenty-five year history of the 
ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) since 
its formation in 1994 can be seen as a 
collection of anomalous phenomena. 
Despite the preparation of numerous 
workplans for promoting practical 
security cooperation and dense social 
interactions among its member states 
through various activities over the 
decades (which IR theory suggests are 
promising conditions for successful 
institutional development) the ARF 
has not departed significantly from 
the role of a dialogue forum assigned 
to it in 1994. The lack of progress 
toward concrete security cooperation 
has inevitably generated a sense 
of disappointment among many 
analysts and practitioners in the 
region. Some observers have even 
warned of the ARF’s demise if it did 
not undergo drastic structural reform. 
Yet, contrary to such pessimistic 
predictions, the ARF has survived and 
continued to attract the engagement 
of its members. 

The surprising longevity of its 
institutional life indicates that the 
ARF is not simply the ’talk shop’ 
its hard-core critics depict. Indeed, 
the forum has made valuable 
contributions to the maintenance 
of regional stability, albeit with 
obvious limitations, by fully utilising 
its dialogue process. It has provided 
participating states with precious 
opportunities to understand each 
other’s security concern, impose 
collective criticisms on countries 
violating international norms, and to 
engage bilaterally with key regional 
states at the foreign-minister level. 
These distinctive roles, combined with 
the very low costs of participation in 
both political and financial terms, 
have enabled the ARF to secure a 
certain level of commitment from 
regional countries, despite continued 
criticism of its stagnation. 

At the same time, however, the 
utility of the ARF, as characterised 
above, has become conspicuously less 

distinctive and valuable. There are 
two major external developments 
relevant to this. The first is the 
emergence of other regional 
institutions and venues that perform 
similar functions but produce more 
impressive results than the ARF. 
For instance, the East Asian Summit 
(EAS) has provided a more politically 
authoritative venue for regional 
political and security dialogue, while 
the Shangri-La Dialogue (SLD) has 
promoted a more frank exchange of 
views on regional security issues. 
Moreover, while both the ARF and 
the ASEAN Defence Ministers’ 
Meeting Plus (ADMM-Plus) aim to 
promote practical cooperation in non-
traditional security fields (including 
disaster-relief, counter-terrorism, 
maritime security, peace-keeping), 
the latter has achieved more than 
the former despite the fact that it 
was founded just eight years ago. To 
some extent, a degree of functional 
duplication between regional 
institutions is inevitable, yet a 
growing number of regional countries 
have begun to call for the avoidance 
of overlap, in particular between the 
ARF and the ADMM-Plus, for the 
sake of saving their limited resources.

Another development is the growing 
rivalry and competition between 
major powers. As major power 
tensions have intensified, the ARF’s 
dialogue process has increasingly 
functioned as an arena for power 
politics. Indeed, recent ARF meetings 
have often been dominated by 
diplomatic skirmishes over territorial 
disputes in the South China Sea. It 
seems that ARF countries have paid 
more attention to the language of a 
chairman’s statement for the purpose 
of checking each other’s behaviour, 
rather than seeking to build an 
agenda for security cooperation. 

25th ARF Ministerial Meeting, Singapore 2018. Source: Japan Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 
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While these verbal clashes may help 
promote understanding of each other’s 
security concern, the escalation 
of such negative interactions only 
exacerbates already strained 
relations. In short, the ARF is at risk 
of outliving its usefulness if it remains 
simply a forum for dialogue.

Given the apparent weakening of its 
raison d’être, the time is ripe to once 
again consider the future direction 
of the ARF. The twenty-five year 
history of the ARF suggests that there 
is no immediate prospect that the 
forum will achieve its original plan 
of promoting a three-stage process 
for security cooperation, outlined 
in the 1995 ARF concept paper. 
Accepting this reality, some suggest 
that the ARF should devote its 
energies to promoting non-traditional 
security cooperation. To a large 
extent, the ARF has been moving 
in this direction, especially since 
the adoption of the “Hanoi Plan of 
Action” in 2010. Yet, rational reasons 
still exist for the ARF to stick with 
its original plan, in particular the 
development of preventive diplomacy 
(PD) mechanisms, for enhancing its 
raison d’être.  

Firstly, the regional security 
environment has remained extremely 
fragile and unstable, due to numerous 
potential military flashpoints. Indeed, 
not only have various religious, 

ethnic, and unresolved territorial 
disputes persisted in the region, there 
has also been a growing trend among 
many regional states toward the 
modernisation and expansion of their 
military capabilities. The security 
risks and uncertainties attending 
these trends suggest a real need to 
establish PD mechanisms. 

A second reason stems from the 
simple fact that the ARF is the most 
suitable regional institution for the 
implementation of PD. As the term 
suggests, PD generally comprises of 
diplomatic measures, such as early-
warning, fact-finding missions, good 
office, and mediation roles, and these 
measures are best handled by skilled 
professional diplomats. The ARF is 
the only regional institution operated 
by such diplomats. 

Finally, the ARF’s focus on PD would 
address and diminish the problem of 
functional overlap between regional 
institutions. As mentioned, both the 
ARF and the ADMM-Plus currently 
prioritise the promotion of practical 
cooperation in the non-traditional 
field. However, it can be argued that 
these practical activities are better 
handled by the ADMM-Plus than 
the ARF, since they typically call on 
capabilities that only the armed forces 
possess. Considering the nature of 
its institutional resources, the ARF 
should focus its efforts on bringing 

various kinds of ‘diplomatic’ tools 
and skills to bear to alleviate existing 
and emergent regional security 
challenges. PD measures listed 
above represent a key feature of such 
diplomatic tools. 

The good news is that, after a long 
period of inactivity, the ARF’s work 
on PD has recently regained some 
momentum. Since the adoption 
of the “Concept Paper on Moving 
Towards Preventive Diplomacy” 
in 2013, the ARF has regularly 
convened PD related meetings, 
including workshops and training 
courses. It is unclear whether the 
ARF countries have adequately 
followed through on these activities 
other than simply bringing them up 
in chairman statements, but these 
events have certainly provided fresh 
impetus to the PD agenda in the ARF. 
It may yet take another decade for 
the ARF to accomplish the task of 
creating regional PD mechanisms, 
but this objective should be seen as 
indispensable to the goal of a stable 
regional order. And only the ARF can 
deliver this capability. 

Takeshi Yuzawa 
Professor of International Relations, 
Hosei University, Tokyo, Japan.

India and the ARF: Engagement Sans Focus
Harsh V Pant
India has been a member of the 
ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) 
since 1996, the year after New 
Delhi achieved the status of a 
Full Dialogue Partner with the 
Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN). The forum 
broadly outlines the following two 
aims: fostering constructive dialogue 

and consultation on political and 
security issues of common interest 
and concern; and making significant 
contributions towards confidence-
building and preventive diplomacy in 
the Asia-Pacific region. Not limiting 
its membership to the southern 
reaches of Asia, the ARF also 
includes Canada, the United States 

and the European Union among its 
participants, making for a far broader 
aggregation of interests than those of 
ASEAN. 

The ARF has thus played a key role 
in multilateralising defence concerns 
in the Pacific, with the interests of 
member states frequently converging 
on non-traditional security issues 
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in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR) 
and the Pacific. However, scholars 
remain divided on the extent of the 
forum’s success. Some argue that 
a prior stable balance of power is a 
prerequisite for an effective ARF. 
Others argue that the ARF is equally 
necessary for creating or maintaining 
an existing balance of power. As 
the balance of power in the wider 
Indo-Pacific undergoes a dramatic 
shift, this debate is of more than just 
academic interest.

Having initially focused on long-
standing issues in Asia, such as 
the South China Sea dispute or the 
situation in the Korean Peninsula, 
the ARF is slowly moving towards a 
broader-based outlook on security, 
with concerns such as non-
proliferation, counter-terrorism WMD 
and disaster relief finding space in 
recent ARF publications.

The ARF’s role in shaping the security 
context of the Indo-Pacific is therefore 
continuously evolving. In addition to 
dealing with the increasingly crucial 
and ever-evolving dynamic between 
India and China, the ARF must also 
balance between China and other 
Southeast Asian stakeholders in the 
South China Sea. The ARF must also 
ensure that the role of the United 
States continues to be a balancing one 
in the region, in particular ensuring 

that the clashes between Xi Jinping 
and Donald Trump do not spill 
over into a Sino-American military 
confrontation in the region.

The ARF has played a critical role in 
shaping India’s security engagement 
with Southeast Asia. New Delhi’s 
accession to the ARF in 1996 was 
driven by the need to moderate rising 
Chinese influence in the Pacific, as 
well as resolving security concerns 
with some ASEAN states, which 
share maritime boundaries with 
India. The stage was also important 
for India to project its influence in 
the security arena at a time when 
Indian policymakers want India to be 
a leading power in the international 
order. 

As one of the central players in 
the Indian Ocean region, India’s 
contributions and priorities have 
been getting recognition in the region. 
India has contributed significantly to 
combating piracy and trafficking at 
the transnational level. Combating 
maritime terrorism has become 
one of India’s key priority since 
the 2008 Mumbai attacks. India is 
also particularly concerned with 
safeguarding choke points such as 
the Straits of Hormuz, Malacca and 
others. Humanitarian assistance 
is another key maritime priority of 
India, sending rescue personnel to 

Sri Lanka in May 2017, while also 
dealing with near-annual cyclones on 
its own coastline.

India also engages strongly in 
matters of counter-terrorism. It is 
a notable participant in the ARF’s 
Inter-Sessional Meetings on the same, 
and frequently holds consultations 
through Joint Working Groups with 
partner countries. A major diplomatic 
breakthrough was achieved when 
India concluded the Joint Declaration 
to Combat International Terrorism 
paving the way for deeper ASEAN-
India cooperation on one of India’s 
major strategic priorities.

In addition to safeguarding its own 
priorities, India plays a largely 
constructive role in the ARF, backing 
measures such as international 
arbitration for the South China Sea 
dispute. In the Asia-Pacific, New 
Delhi strongly backs the resolution of 
sovereignty issues by peaceful means 
and in accordance with the tenets 
of international law, and underlines 
the need to safeguard freedom of 
navigation in accordance to the 
United Nations Convention on the 
Laws of the Sea (UNCLOS).

Participation in the ARF has helped 
India develop deeper relations with 
its maritime partners in the Asia-
Pacific region, leading to defence 
agreements with numerous individual 
ASEAN countries. The MILAN 
exercise, hosted by the Indian navy 
annually, has witnessed growing 
participation from the ASEAN 
nations over the years. In a vital sign 
of its growing profile in the region 
India also forms a key part of the 
ASEAN Defence Ministers’ Meeting 
Plus (ADMM+), bringing together 
a smaller group of ARF actors on a 
biannual basis. India has also helped 
train numerous Southeast Asian 
partners on various military and 
humanitarian matters, such as a field 
training exercise incorporating 2016 
ADMM Plus members. This was led 

ARF Defence Officials’ Dialogue, New Delhi 2009. Source: Korea.net. 
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by the Indian Army and focused on 
humanitarian mine action and UN 
peacekeeping operations. 

Thus, the nature and scope of India’s 
engagement with the ARF has 
considerably deepened over time. 
In addition to providing India with 
a useful multilateral platform to 
voice its concerns, the ARF has also 
helped the ‘Look East’ policy evolve 
into ‘Act East’, as New Delhi becomes 
increasingly confident of its bilateral 
and multilateral relations with its 
numerous partners in the Indo-
Pacific. 

India’s engagement with the ARF 
is, however, hampered by the 

organisation’s failure so far to clearly 
outline its own perception of regional 
peace and stability. As a consequence, 
India’s stance on the organisation 
continues to be marked by rhetoric. 
India has also called for greater 
synergy between the ARF, the East 
Asia Summit, and the ADMM Plus. 
From New Delhi’s perspective this 
will not only increase the efficiency of 
the forum’s performance, but it will 
also allow greater synergy between 
partners who may not be members of 
all three forums. 

India’s engagement with the ARF 
has come a long distance and is 
gradually maturing. But while the 

ARF is viewed as a fairly benign 
and important actor in India’s ‘Act 
East’ policy, New Delhi remains 
cognisant of the need for further 
structural reinforcement before the 
ARF is fully capable to meet India’s 
security concerns in the region. As 
India enhances its engagements with 
Indo-Pacific nations, the ARF will 
also have to take India more seriously 
than it has done so far. 

Harsh V Pant 
Director of Research and Head of the 
Strategic Studies Programme, Observer 
Research Foundation, New Delhi. 

ARF: A successful process, but ASEAN must be bold and nimble to 
maintain its relevance
Shin-wha Lee 
Since its inception in 1967, the 
Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) has been proof 
of its member state’s aspiration to 
keep pace with volatile regional 
and global politics. Originally 
created to seek geopolitical stability 
in fractured Southeast Asia, this 
sub-regional entity has become a 

significant influence in regional and 
international affairs. Its emphasis on 
solidarity among members has not 
only helped address regional disputes 
but has served as a significant 
diplomatic platform for the broader 
East Asian region. Although the 
Asian financial crisis in 1997 was a 
major impetus for its creation, the 

ASEAN Plus Korea, Japan, and 
China cooperation mechanism, called 
the ASEAN+3 summit, is a case in 
point. The three Northeast Asian 
giants, who had never succeeded in 
institutionalising cooperation due to 
deep historical and political divisions, 
valued ASEAN as a ‘gluing magnet’ 
or convening power for their regular 
meetings.   

One of the most successful ASEAN 
initiatives for regional peace and 
security has been the ASEAN 
Regional Forum (ARF). Launched 
in 1994 and held annually at the 
foreign minister level, the ARF is a 
convenient multilateral diplomatic 
channel for Asian states and major 
powers to discuss various regional 
security issues, including North 
Korean military threats and South 
China Sea disputes. Over the past 
decades, the ARF has encouraged 
members to move beyond being a 
forum for regional security dialogue 

ASEAN – Republic of Korea Ministerial Meeting, Laos 2016. Source: ASEAN Regional Forum.
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and to aspire to practical cooperation 
in the fields of maritime security, 
terrorism, humanitarian assistance 
and disaster relief, and other non-
traditional security matters. 

Now 25 years old, the ARF seeks 
new approaches to satisfy changing 
regional needs and remain a valuable, 
relevant process. First, more than 
any other region, Southeast Asia 
has become a site of fierce strategic 
competition between the U.S. and 
China with their rivalry extending 
into the Indo-Asia-Pacific region. 
Southeast Asian nations recognise 
that their future largely depends 
on the character of Sino-American 
relations. These states have struggled 
to secure their relative independence 
without yielding to the pressure of 
siding with one power over another. 
It is argued that the Sino-U.S. contest 
is not yet a zero-sum game and that 
they should channel competition 
toward mutual benefits through a 
‘coopetition’ strategy. Under these 
circumstances, ASEAN has been 
trying to strengthen its collective 
influence to manage conflicting views 
and agendas between the U.S. and 
China through regional rules and 
institutions. In fact, the 2018 ARF 
observed that China and ASEAN had 
agreed to assemble a single composite 
draft text for a code of conduct on 
the long-standing South China Sea 
dispute, a development made possible 
by a new stance on the part of China. 
This achievement is due in part to 
sustained ASEAN solidarity.

However, there remain concerns over 
whether the ten ASEAN members, 
with low common denominators, 
will continue to pursue consensus-
based policies and action plans. 
Unlike the European approach 
to regional integration, ASEAN 
initially adopted a firm principle 
of non-interference in individual 
member state’s domestic affairs and 
instead prioritised national resilience 
as the means toward developing 

strong neighbourhoods and regional 
stability. Even the European nations, 
who have surrendered some of their 
national sovereignty to the European 
Union’s (EU) binding constitution 
and central bureaucracy, have 
begun shifting back toward restoring 
national sovereignty under the 
pressures of the recent refugee crisis. 
ASEAN will face a similarly daunting 
challenge as it strives to maintain 
its cohesion and protect consensus in 
the cauldron of intensifying Sino-US 
contention.

Another important aspect of the 2018 
ARF was the participants changed 
stance on the North Korean nuclear 
issue. As the only regional inter-
governmental forum of which North 
Korea is a member, ARF has been an 
official venue for Pyongyang to engage 
in dialogue with Seoul, Washington, 
and other major powers. In fact, since 
the Six-Party Talks on the North 
Korean nuclear issue abruptly broke 
down in 2009, ARF stands as the only 
institutionalised venue for the nations 
concerned to communicate with North 
Korea on denuclearisation. Despite 
heightening tensions, North Korea 
regularly attended ARF meetings, 
and used them for occasional bilateral 
side-meetings with South Korea and/
or the U.S. In recent years, the ARF 
often became a venue for reproaching 
Pyongyang’s continued military 
provocations; in 2017, ARF members 
issued a joint statement condemning 
Pyongyang’s nuclear tests and 
missile launches. In 2018, at this 
year’s forum, however, as it followed 
the US-North Korean summit in 
Singapore, all participating countries 
welcomed North Korean leader Kim 
Jong Un’s pledge on denuclearisation 
(while also expressing continued 
support for the UN sanctions against 
North Korea unless the country 
takes concrete measures for complete 
denuclearisation).

South Korean President Moon Jae 
In, who wishes to act as a mediator 

in the stalled U.S-North Korean 
dialogue, held another euphoric 
inter-Korean summit with Kim, 
the third within just five months. 
Shortly after this third inter-Korean 
summit, US President Donald Trump 
indicated that a second U.S-North 
Korean summit would very likely 
take place. China, Russia, and 
Japan as major powers in Northeast 
Asia are also eager to define their 
roles in the inter-Korean peace 
process and the US-North Korean 
denuclearisation negotiation. While 
the resumption of the Six-Party Talks 
remains uncertain, recent security 
developments surrounding the 
Korean peninsula allow South Korea 
and the U.S. to directly communicate 
with North Korea through diplomatic 
channels. As a result, ASEAN may 
now need to look for new ways 
in which it can add value to the 
diplomatic processes seeking stable, 
non-nuclear security outcomes on the 
Korean peninsula.  

However, it remains doubtful that 
Kim can genuinely give up a nuclear 
weapon capability that has been 
under development since the regime 
of his grandfather Kim Il Sung, 
the founder and eternal ‘Sun of the 
Nation.’ Even worse, the lack of unity 
among concerned parties (U.S., South 
Korea, and Japan) on coordinating 
measures to deal with North 
Korea and the intensifying discord 
between Washington and Beijing 
also pose risks for any North Korean 
denuclearising process. In this regard, 
ASEAN must remain alert and be 
sufficiently bold to catch any golden 
opportunity to provide a diplomatic 
platform for resolving major regional 
disputes, whether on the Korean 
peninsula or in the wider East Asia 
region. 

Shin-wha Lee 
Professor, Department of Political Science 
and International Relations, Korea 
University.
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The ASEAN Regional Forum: Less than meets the eye
Mark Beeson 
If ever there was an organisation that 
looked to be in the right place at the 
right time it’s the ASEAN Regional 
Forum (ARF). We are routinely told 
that the broadly conceived Asia-Pacific 
region contains many of the world’s 
most combustible flashpoints, from the 
Korean peninsula, through Taiwan, 
and on to the territorial disputes in 
the South China Sea. What the region 
really needs is an effective forum for 
managing and possibly resolving these 
tensions. Cue the ARF.

In theory, the ARF looks well placed 
to take a leading role in managing 
these admittedly difficult security 
problems. After all, the ARF contains 
all of the key protagonists-with the 
noteworthy exception of Taiwan-in 
the region’s principal disputes. Even 
North Korea is a member although, 
in some ways, the ARF’s expansive 
membership is a problem; just like 
APEC, it has struggled to come up 
with a common agenda or approach to 
problem solving. 

The reality is that the ARF has 
achieved nothing terribly significant 
in its first 25 years. It is not likely to 
do much better in the next. On the 
contrary, it may become even more 
irrelevant and marginalised if and 
when strategic tensions ramp up.

The ARF’s principal problem is its 
modus operandi. The ARF elected to 
employ the so-called ‘ASEAN Way’ 
of diplomacy, which is based on 
consensus, informality, and face-
saving. Crucially, even if the ARF 
were to agree on something definitive, 
members are under no obligation to 
actually implement it. The predictable 
consequence, of course, is that it is 
much easier to avoid or ignore difficult 
and contentious issues, lest this cause 
offence to its hypersensitive members.

Two issues are especially delicate: 
maintaining ASEAN’s supposed 
‘centrality’ in regional diplomacy 
and ensuring that there are no 
infringements of national sovereignty, 
which is considered a sacrosanct and 
non-negotiable issue. This also means 
that, regardless of how states respond 
to challenges to domestic order, the 
ARF is essentially without practical 
options to so much as encourage better 
solutions.  Unsurprisingly, the idea 
that states have a ‘Responsibility to 
Protect’ has only selective support in 
ARF circles.

True, there is a good deal of 
‘confidence building’ and no end of 
meetings and initiatives as a result 
of the ARF’s institutional presence. 
Indeed, the number of meetings 
associated with ASEAN and the 
several processes, including the ARF, 
that it sponsors has become the stuff 
of legends. To be fair, these endless 
get-togethers must have made some 
sort of positive contribution to regional 
security; the question is how much.

For ASEAN/ARF boosters, the answer 
to this question is quite a lot. The 
argument goes that without ASEAN 
and the ARF the region would have 
seen more conflict. Maybe. But one 
of the most important, empirically 
robust developments in the study of 
international relations over the last 
few decades has been the remarkable 
and continuing decrease in the level 
of inter-state violence everywhere. In 
other words, the ‘long peace of Asia’ 
is actually the rule not the exception. 
In such circumstances it’s not at all 
obvious that ASEAN or the ARF 
should get the credit for this happy 
state of affairs. 

The more fundamental question 
posed-indirectly, of course-by the 
ARF’s limited impact is about the 

general future role of multilateral 
institutions in attempting to manage 
strategic relations. This is a growing 
problem around the world, but it is 
especially acute in the Asia-Pacific 
where there is little history of effective 
institutional-building-the large 
number of contradictory, overlapping 
and competing regional initiatives 
notwithstanding.

Despite a clear demand for a regional 
security architecture worthy of the 
name, it is unlikely to be supplied. 
The few multilateral organisations 
that have been effective and made a 
difference-arguably NATO and the 
European Union in their heyday-have 
had effective leadership and a real 
institutional capacity to implement 
policy. The ARF, as a matter of choice, 
has not had these characteristics at 
the best of times.

Clearly, these are not the best of times 
and this makes the problems worse 
and the likelihood of collective action 
ever more remote. When the ‘leader 
of the free world’ appears to have 
little understanding of, or enthusiasm 
for, multilateral forums then there 
is little point looking to the Trump 
administration for leadership. 

The recent alarmingly fractious 
meeting of the G7 does not bode well 
for institutionalised international 
cooperation of any form. Trump’s 
apparent embrace of the ‘Indo-Pacific’ 
region suggests that he prefers 
more tightly focused, traditional 
balancing coalitions, rather than more 
geographically expansive, multi-
member multilateralism.

Perhaps China will continue its move 
to fill the leadership vacuum. If so, 
this will likely cement the ARF’s 
role as a rather elaborate piece 
of institutional window dressing. 
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China is no more enthusiastic about 
compromising its sovereignty than the 
ASEAN states. Despite the fact that 
China has demonstrated its ability to 
preclude ASEAN solidarity, it will not 
want to have its territorial claims or 
its disagreements with Taiwan and 
Japan discussed by the ARF. 

The rather depressing conclusion for 
those of us who are unreconstructed 
admirers of multilateralism-in theory-
is that the future of institutionalised 
cooperation everywhere is not looking 
good. Indeed, it is hard to think of 
a single multilateral organisation 
that is doing an unambiguously good 
job and enjoying the unqualified 
support of its members, much less the 
general public. Sadly, the ARF may 
be emblematic of a wider malaise. 

We may be about to find out what 
the world looks like without effective 
international institutions. 

Mark Beeson
Professor of International Relations, 
University of Western Australia.

ARF Defence Officials’ Dialogue, Sydney 2011. Source: ASEAN Regional Forum.
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CSCAP STUDY GROUPS
Study Groups are CSCAP’s primary mechanism to generate 
analysis and policy recommendations for consideration by 
governments. These groups serve as fora for consensus building 
and problem solving and to address sensitive issues and 
problems ahead of their consideration in official processes. 
CSCAP currently has active study groups on the following 
themes –

On-going study groups:

• Nonproliferation and Disarmament

• Nuclear Energy Experts Group

•  Developing Cyber Norms of Behavior & Confidence Building 
Measures for the Asia Pacific

Recently concluded study groups:

•  Enhancing contributions from Asia Pacific countries to UN 
PKO

• Maritime Environmental Protection

CSCAP MEMBER COMMITTEES
CSCAP membership includes almost all of the major countries of 
the Asia Pacific and also includes the European Union:
Australia
Brunei
Cambodia
Canada
China
European Union
India
Indonesia
Japan
Democratic Peoples Republic of Korea
Republic of Korea
Malaysia
Mongolia
Myanmar
New Zealand
The Philippines
Russia
Singapore
Thailand
United States of America
Vietnam
Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat (Associate Member)

CSCAP PUBLICATIONS
CRSO Regional Security Outlook (CRSO)

The CRSO is an annual publication to highlight regional 
security issues and to promote and inform policy relevant 
outputs as to how Track One (official) and Track Two 
(non-official) actors can, jointly or separately, advance 
regional multilateral solutions to these issues.

CSCAP Memoranda

CSCAP Memoranda are the outcome of the work of 
Study Groups approved by the Steering Committee and 
submitted for consideration at the Track One level.

CSCAP General Conference Reports

Since 1997, the biennial CSCAP General Conference, 
is designed to be an international forum where high 
ranking officials and security experts from the Asia 
Pacific region meet every two years to discuss security 
issues of relevance and to seek new ideas in response to 
evolving developments in Asia Pacific security. The forum 
is usually attended by approximately 250 participants; 
making it one of the largest gatherings of its kind. 
Through its publications, CSCAP’s recommendations 
have been well received by the ASEAN Regional Forum 
(ARF).




