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The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and the European Union (EU) 

have very distinct histories.  However, today both the EU and ASEAN intend to create prosperity 

and stability through economic cooperation and the possibility of collective security.  Some 

argue that the EU has achieved a greater level of regional power as a result of the functioning of 

its structure, regulatory and rules-based charter, and internal accountability.  Brad Nelson, 

President of the Center for World Conflict and Peace, argues that the EU is, “the most successful 

regional bloc in existence.  Like the Europeans, ASEAN countries have made it a priority to 

remain autonomous and independent, not tethered to or dependent on one or more actors in the 

world.”1   Both organizations face economic and security challenges that they have approached 

in accordance with their institutional and national cultures, unique regional histories, and the 

conditions of regional diplomacy architecture.  “The basis of regional cooperation in Europe and 

Southeast Asia has been different reflecting historical experiences, geographical considerations, 

religious and ethnic cleavages, and the nature of the political and economic regimes.” 2  ASEAN 

differs because it utilizes consensus building to deal with security, conflict prevention and 

resolution issues. 

ASEAN has pursued a path most appropriate for its objectives and the circumstances of 

Asia Pacific geo-politics.  A strategy of enmeshment, security cooperation, and collective 

economic initiatives all support the maintenance of stability and sovereignty of ASEAN member 

states as well as the comprehensive “human security” of individual citizens.3  As a security 

apparatus, ASEAN remains weak against external threats.  Rather than a binding alliance, the 

member states choose to enhance its security from external threats through increased 

interdependence, individual bilateral agreements, and non-aggression pacts and treaties through a 

hub-and-spoke architecture.  This strategy still requires ASEAN to align with external powers as 
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part of a hedging strategy that gives its members the greatest amount of diplomatic flexibility.  

There are impediments to ASEAN evolving into a more EU-like organization, mainly the 

traditional principle of non-interference, the so called “ASEAN way.”4   However, the 2007 

charter, while maintaining this principle, clearly set the conditions for a potentially more 

regulatory institution.  ASEAN’s goals for Political-Security, Economic, and Socio-Cultural 

Communities, as outlined in the 2015 Blueprints, puts ASEAN on a path to greater regional 

autonomy but still requires additional measures to make ASEAN more self-reliant.  ASEAN can 

learn both positive and negative lessons from the EU experience as it evolves into a more 

powerful institution.  The EU provides ASEAN with a case study for the challenges associated 

with developing a rules-based, single market economy while fostering a single social identity but 

historical, cultural, geographic, and political differences make the EU’s experience an imperfect 

blueprint for ASEAN.  Global powers and international organizations seeking to support 

ASEAN’s growth should strive to advance an ASEAN which maximizes its unique cultural and 

geopolitical strengths rather than promoting the EU model.  ASEAN can achieve its regional 

objectives, attain greater autonomy, and reduce its dependence on external alignments or 

alliances by enhancing military interoperability capabilities, making ASEAN the primary hub for 

diplomatic arrangements with non-members, transitioning to a more regulatory and rules-based 

institution, fostering a competitive single-market and production economy, and creating a 

cohesive Southeast Asian identity. 

 This paper will compare and contrast the EU and ASEAN while examining five 

functional areas that contribute to the success of a regional collective.  The paper will outline the 

history, context, and purposes of both the EU and ASEAN and then evaluate their consolidated 

military capabilities, diplomatic and security architectures, organizational regulatory 
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frameworks, economic communities, and cultural cohesion.  The ASEAN evaluation will include 

recommendations on how ASEAN can enhance these functions to achieve greater autonomy and 

self-sufficiency.  The paper will then address counterarguments and impediments to ASEAN 

achieving these objectives and offer conclusions to support the thesis.  The main focus will be 

ASEAN, but to do so, the paper must first examine the EU in some detail. 

History of the EU 

 The EU’s roots can be found in the post-World War II conditions of Europe.  Its 

stated intent was “ending the frequent and bloody wars between neighbours.”5  The infancy of 

the Union began with the creation of the European Coal and Steel Community in 1950 by 

Belgium, France, Germany, Italy, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands.  As the Cold War 

progressed, it became even more important to absorb additional European states.  In 1957, the 

Treaty of Rome transformed the Coal and Steel Community into the European Economic 

Community, a common market.  In 1973, Denmark, Ireland, and the United Kingdom joined, 

followed by Greece in 1981 and Spain and Portugal in 1986.  In 1986, the Single European Act 

moved the organization from a common market to a single market in which regulations on the 

free movement of labor and capital were removed.  This consolidation was furthered in 1993 

with the implementation of the four freedoms: movement of goods, services, people, and money.  

Most significantly in 1993, the Maastricht Treaty created the European Union.  From 1995 to 

2007, 15 more countries joined the EU and in 2009, the Treaty of Lisbon modernized institutions 

within the Union.  In 2013, Croatia became the last country to join the EU, which had evolved 

into a single market union of 28 states espousing the freedom of movement of goods, services, 

people and money.  Silviu Negut and Marius-Christian Neacsu argue, “The European Union is, 

by far, the most highly integrated regional bloc: obviously, primarily, from the economic point of 
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Figure 1 (Source: Nationmaster and Jane’s Defense)

view; partially, political and it is also trying to achieve diplomatic integration; for the future, 

defence integration.”6 

EU Security 

 Although there is currently no single EU armed force or military alliance, consolidated 

EU military capabilities would prove extremely formidable (Figure 1).  Total EU ground forces 

are 1.54 million with 2.4 million across all armed services, giving the EU the potential to be the 

third largest armed force in the world behind China and India with US and Russia following.  

Italy, France, and Germany alone account for approximately 43% of the overall force with Spain, 

Greece, and the UK in the next tier.7  However, this statistic only serves to demonstrate sheer 

quantity and scope.  It provides some perspective and context but does not account for 

differences in quality and military capabilities among the EU states.  Additionally, the EU has 

two nuclear armed states in its membership unlike ASEAN.   
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The EU has utilized several mechanisms to enhance the security of the union including 

alliances and security cooperation organizations.  The most formidable of these to which 22 of 

the 28 EU states belong is the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO).  It is important to 

note that the EU and NATO are separate.  While there are six EU states that do not belong to 

NATO, there are also five NATO states that do not belong to the EU.  NATO’s impact on EU 

security is great, because many EU members do not see the need for additional security 

arrangements.  At the same time, EU members want to be capable of ensuring their own security 

without the US.  Nicholas Rees argues, “In contemporary Europe, while NATO remains the 

principal security actor, and certainly America’s preferred partner, the EU has become a 

significant security actor alongside other regional organisations such as NATO and the OSCE 

[Organization for Security Cooperation in Europe].”8 The EU has developed military structures 

and capabilities, a security concept, intelligence capabilities, and battle groups.  The EU can plan 

military and civilian operations and deploy armed personnel, police and civilian response teams 

for disaster relief, peacekeeping and offensive deployment.  However, the EU still requires asset 

sharing arrangements with NATO to execute many of these.  Additionally, the EU is 

coordinating more with the OSCE.9  The EU has focused on threats such as terrorism, 

trafficking, and pandemics and has improved cooperation via information sharing and 

empowering Europol and the European Agency for the Management of Operational Cooperation 

at the External Borders of the Member States of the European Union (FRONTEX).10  The EU 

has a Justice and Home Affairs Action Plan to counter terrorism, a common European arrest 

warrant, a counter-terrorism organization (Eurojust) subordinate to Europol, a Common Foreign 

and Security Policy, and an EU Counter-Terrorism Coordinator.11 
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Euro Corps serves as another security cooperation organization in which nine of the EU 

states conduct combined operations.  Euro Corps was founded in 1992 by France and Germany 

and has since expanded to include Belgium, Spain, Luxembourg, Greece, Turkey, and Italy.  In 

2016, Poland will join.  Austria, Finland, and Canada also fill headquarters staff positions but do 

not provide forces for operations.  Euro Corps’ mission capabilities include humanitarian 

assistance, disaster relief, security assistance, and low-intensity conflict operations.  The Corps is 

available for employment by the Supreme Allied Commander Europe via a new NATO 

framework agreement.  The Corps has participated in operations in Bosnia-Herzegovina, 

Kosovo, and Afghanistan and will be the force Headquarters for the EU Battle Group in 2016.12  

The EU Battle Group is critical to implementation of the 2003 European Security Strategy.  EU 

member states, with the exception of Denmark and Malta, are now committed to the full 

operational capability of two 1,500 man, battalion-sized battle groups.13  Both Euro Corps and 

the EU Battle Group, however, are neither significant enough to provide for the defense of the 

EU nor a forum for conflict prevention or resolution. 

The security apparatus utilized by the EU, which is most comparable with contemporary 

ASEAN security architecture (specifically the ASEAN Regional Forum), is the OSCE.  The 

OSCE began as a Conference on Security Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) in 1973.14   

The OSCE has a comprehensive approach to security that encompasses politico-military,  
economic and environmental, and human aspects. It therefore addresses a wide range of 
security-related concerns, including arms control, confidence- and security-building 
measures, human rights, national minorities, democratization, policing strategies, 
counter-terrorism and economic and environmental activities. All 57 participating States 
enjoy equal status, and decisions are taken by consensus on a politically, but not legally 
binding basis.15  
 

The OSCE is not synonymous with the EU but serves as a valuable forum and instrument as 

every member of the EU is also a member of the OSCE. 
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struggled with issues of border management and counter-terrorism, and has been unable to deter 

aggression against members of the OSCE.  Sergei Lavrov argues that European Security has 

been significantly weakened in the last 20 years, specifically in arms control, lingering conflicts, 

reemerged tensions and conflicts, and the “atrophy” of the OSCE.  He further asserts,  

With the disintegration of the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Treaty Organization a real 
opportunity emerged to make the OSCE a full-fledged organization providing equal 
security for all states of the Euro-Atlantic area. However, this opportunity was missed, 
because the choice was made in favor of the policy of NATO expansion, which meant not 
only preserving the lines that separated Europe during the Cold War into zones with 
different levels of security, but also moving those lines eastward.19  
 

He claims that the OSCE resigned itself to supervising humanitarian issues in the former Soviet 

areas and missed an opportunity to bring all of the European states into a single, legally binding 

organization.  Lavrov adds “whereas in the North Atlantic Alliance the indivisibility of security 

is an obligatory, legally confirmed norm, in the OSCE it is limited…without any legal or 

practical embodiment.”20  What Lavrov fails to concede is that the EU has never been invaded.  

Additionally, he fails to put the focus on post-Cold War NATO expansion in context.  

Development of the OSCE may have been preferred in hindsight but at the time, a focus on 

NATO expansion was seen as a means of keeping the US engaged in Europe when European 

states most feared the US would withdraw or lose focus. With regard to Russian aggression in 

Ukraine, it is highly unlikely that a stronger EU would have had the political will to enter 

military conflict with Russia over the Crimea.  Russia wants to see the OSCE become a strong 

and effective organization as demonstrated by their support of the Corfu Process.21  This is in 

Russia’s self-interest as a member of the OSCE who can utilize “artificial linkage tactics” to 

drive the agenda.22  The ASEAN parallel to the Russian Federation’s membership in the OSCE is 

clearly China’s participation in the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) and ASEAN+3. 
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A Rules-Based EU 

The EU differs from ASEAN in that it is rules-based and member states are held 

accountable to ratified legislation in the same fashion a countries’ legislature acts.  The EU is 

based on the rule of law.  All actions are founded on treaties ratified by all EU members.  

Decisions are made through ordinary legislative procedure and the Treaty of Lisbon greatly 

increased the policy areas where this applies.  “A directly elected European Parliament” 

approves legislation from or independent of the EU Council which is composed of the 

governments of the 28 EU countries.23  The Union has significant power as demonstrated by the 

fact that the parliament can block proposals from the council.   

EU law is based on three fundamental principles: direct applicability, direct effect, and 

the primacy of EU law over member state law.24  Regulations approved by the Council apply 

within each member state without the need for national ratification and EU citizens can invoke 

rights granted to them by EU law in their own national courts.  The Lisbon Treaty ensured that 

all citizens would be provided with freedom, security, and justice regardless of borders.25   

It took nearly fifty years for the EU to achieve such a level of authority through “the 

gradual development of responsibilities assumed by the EU in the economic, political, social, 

environment and military fields. Along time, the EU extended its fields of action, passing from 

its economic activity to the social, political, military and environment fields.”26  Brad Nelson 

also points out that the EU “is now a relatively cohesive entity on economic and legal affairs. 

The European Commission has substantial political power.”27  

Funding the EU 

 Consolidated funding is critical to fostering a strong, centralized, regional organization.  

The EU funds its budget from member contributions, import duties, and from a percentage of 
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value added taxes by each member country.  The EU does not directly raise taxes or set tax rates.  

Taxes on citizens of member states are determined by the national governments.  The EU does 

supervise national tax rules to ensure they are consistent with certain EU policies, such as 

“promoting economic growth and job creation, ensuring the free flow of goods, services and 

capital around the EU.”28  Decisions on tax matters require unanimous agreement by all member 

states.  The EU, as a whole, has significant reserves and was able to spend the equivalent of 37% 

of the EU’s annual GDP to prop up banks when the 2007-2008 financial crisis arrived.29  The 

economies of Portugal, Italy, Greece, and Spain continue to strain the EU economic system but 

the collective has proven to be resilient to date.  “Today, the EU is one of the major economic 

world actors. From the economic point of view, the EU represented 25.23% of the world GDP in 

2011, that is 17.578 billion dollars, which made it the first economic power of the world in terms 

of nominal GDP and power of purchase.”30  

EU Identity 

The EU has over a long period of time developed a more cohesive European identity.  

“[T]he EU is based on a set of common values and interests unanimously shared by the Member 

States (MS) and their citizens,” states Teodor Frunzeti.31  Further that, “The EU, as we know it 

today, is the result of a process that is complex, concerted, voluntary, dynamic, progressive and 

of a long duration. This process was based, since the beginning, on a community of values and 

interests in a continuous evolution.”32  The evolution of the EU demonstrates to ASEAN that the 

development of a collective identity takes significant time.    Shared values in the EU such as 

“Human rights, social solidarity, liberty of enterprise, equitable sharing of the results of 

economic growth, the right to a protected environment, the respect for cultural, linguistic and 

religious diversity, harmonised synthesis between tradition and progress are to the Europeans a 
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true heritage of values.”33  The EU has focused largely on the rights of the individual European 

citizen promoting peace, liberty, justice, and solidarity, believing that globalization has 

somewhat rendered national governments incapable of doing this.  The EU has strived to create 

shared identity through “the valorisation of cultural diversity in Europe to achieve a strong 

degree of communication. The principles of free movement and treating citizens equally…can be 

seen in the daily life of each European citizen.”34  By influencing citizens and the European 

states to foster the same attitudes and interests, the EU has facilitated development and mitigated 

dangerous polarization between European citizens.35  ASEAN can be analyzed better now that 

the development and contemporary status of the EU and its institutions have been outlined. 

History of ASEAN 

 ASEAN was founded in 1967 by Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, and 

Thailand.36  “The establishment of ASEAN in 1967 was itself a product of the Cold War and… 

provided an important means of counterbalancing the influence of the USA and Soviet Union, as 

well as China and Japan, in the region.”37  ASEAN has since expanded to include Brunei, 

Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, and Vietnam.  The ASEAN Declaration aims to promote economic 

growth, social progress, cultural development, peace, stability, and the rule of law in accordance 

with the principles of the United Nations Charter.  ASEAN’s fundamental principles are: Mutual 

respect for independence, sovereignty, equality, territorial integrity, and national identity of all 

nations; The right of every State to lead its national existence free from external interference, 

subversion or coercion; Non-interference in the internal affairs of one another; Settlement of 

differences or disputes by peaceful manner; Renunciation of the threat or use of force; and 

Effective cooperation among themselves.38  These principles provide both opportunity and 

challenges for the progression of ASEAN.   
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Both the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis and ASEAN expansion to Myanmar made it clear 

that something had to change regarding the principle of non-interference.  Shaun Narine argues 

that the 1997 crisis “undermined the confidence, born of economic success, that enabled 

ASEAN’s assertiveness on the international stage…[and] cast doubt on its aspirations to be an 

economic institution in the post-Cold War era, and that ASEAN could not address the crisis 

without violating the ASEAN way.”  He concludes that although this weakened ASEAN in the 

short-term, it created some new opportunities, “notably its role in the ASEAN Plus Three 

meetings.”39  Additionally, member states feared ASEAN would lose international legitimacy if 

something were not done about human rights violations in Myanmar.  An example of a change 

that resulted is that prior to the 2007 Charter, all decisions were made by consensus and while 

consensus is still a requirement for the most important political issues, voting may now be 

utilized on lesser issues.40 

ASEAN Security and Military Capabilities 

ASEAN and individual member states have traditionally secured their interests through 

alignment instead of alliance.  Of the three Asian sub-regions, Southeast Asia is the only one that 

contains no great power.41  Unlike alliances which are formal agreements that usually obligates 

states to use force and co-operate in using their military resources, alignment is not formalized in 

treaties, but is rather defined by behaviors and actions.42  Alignment does not focus only on 

military arrangements but encompasses political, economic, and cultural aspects as well.43  

ASEAN currently utilizes security alignment, arrangements, and cooperation to counter what it 

views as its greatest threats.  As part of an “omni-enmeshment”44 strategy, member states still 

hesitate to acknowledge external states as threats to their security for fear of antagonizing and are 

unwilling to sacrifice sovereignty by joining a defense treaty.  Evelyn Goh defines enmeshment 
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as “the process of engaging with a state so as to draw it into deep involvement into international 

or regional society, enveloping it in a web of sustained exchanges and relationships, with the 

long-term aim of integration.”45   

ASEAN is capable of aggregating a combined military force that would be a significant 

regional power.  Relative to China, South Korea, and Japan, ASEAN could consolidate a larger 

number of active forces (Figure 3).46  However it is important to note that, in addition to active 

personnel, China, South Korea, and Japan maintain significant Army reserve forces which 

ASEAN does not (Figure 4).47  Additionally, many Southeast Asian states also utilize military 

forces for internal security, so not all forces are available for expeditionary or regional defense 

operations.  In some instances such as Myanmar and Thailand, the military is even occupied with 

running the government full or part-time.  While China possesses significant quantitative and 

qualitative advantages in aviation unit capabilities, ASEAN still maintains a competitive number 

of naval vessels (Figure 5).48  While a combined ASEAN possesses a large military presence, it 
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could not win by itself against China.  What a combined ASEAN is capable of is significant 

deterrence to Chinese aggression.  China would earrnestly have to consider the risks and long-

term consequences of such a fight with a united ASEAN.  An ASEAN capable of more 

interoperable military capabilties would provide a far greater deterrence than what exists today. 

 

ASEAN currently utilizes multiple forums and agreements to coordinate and cooperate 

on security issues.  Forums include defense ministers and officials meetings, the ASEAN 

Regional Forum (ARF), the Convention on Counter Terrorism, ASEAN Security Policy 

Conference, and the Ministerial Meeting on Transnational Crime.49 Treaties internal to ASEAN 

include the Declaration of Zone of Peace, Freedom and Neutrality, the Southeast Asian Nuclear 

Weapon-Free Zone, and agreements on Disaster Management and Combating Piracy and Armed 

Robbery of Ships in Asia.50   
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In its ASEAN Political-Security Community 2015 Blueprint, ASEAN lists its security 

threats and concerns as terrorism, piracy, drugs, trafficking, cyber-crimes, fishing crimes, 

weapons smuggling, border management, infectious disease, poverty, climate change, and 

natural disasters.51  The blueprint and other regional security documents from the ASEAN 

Secretariat make little or no mention of external military threats.  Military cooperation among the 

member states is not unprecedented, but it has largely been focused on non-combat operations.  

Bilateral and multilateral military exercises, HADR operations following Cyclone Nargis, the 

2004 Tsunami, and Typhoon Hainan, combined counter-piracy maritime patrols by Indonesia, 

Malaysia, and Singapore (MALSINDO)52, and the establishment of combined operations and 

fusion centers all demonstrate cooperation and interoperability among the member states.  The 

exercises are not purely in pursuit of enhanced cooperation and bring other practical benefits.  

“[T]he move to multilateral drills is also likely due to budgetary pressures.  Sharing exercises 

could save costs and time, particularly in a time of financial constraints for many ASEAN 

countries.”53   

The ASEAN states have a total defense budget similar to that of South Korea (Figure 6) 

and they spend significantly less on personnel, per service member than China.54  However, an 

examination of Asian defense budgets is indicative of how any relative military power ASEAN 

can muster will soon be eclipsed by China’s rapid military growth.  Compared to China, South 

Korea, and Japan, ASEAN is doing virtually no domestic military research and development and 

relies largely on international partners for foreign military sales (Figure 7).  Another difference is 

that in the last decade, China’s percent increase in military expenditures was more than 

quadruple that of ASEAN’s, even with significant increases by Indonesia and Vietnam.55  As 
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Figure 6 (Source: Jane’s Defense)  Figure 7 (Source: Jane’s Defense)

China and other regional powers continue to grow their militaries, the relative strength of a 

united ASEAN will be depleted barring significant increases in budgets and procurement.   

 

Despite its potential to form a large military alliance capable of significant deterrence, 

ASEAN does not demonstrate the political desire to do so as long as it remains confident in its 

security arrangements with the US.  A NATO-like alliance does not seem feasible in the near-

term.  Nicholas Rees argues, “There is evidence of intergovernmental security cooperation over 

nontraditional security issues, albeit on a piecemeal basis, reflecting the limits of ASEAN as an 

organisation and the tendency of member states to want to act either alone or in tandem with 

preferred partners.”56 ASEAN regional security cooperation is therefore difficult to achieve and, 

therefore, ASEAN still requires external partnerships.57  S. Rajaratnam, one of the ASEAN 

founders, feared at its inception that ASEAN would be misunderstood to be an alliance and 

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

160

180

200

ASEAN China South
Korea

Japan

Total Defense Budget by Force
in $US Billions

Defense‐Wide Army Navy Air Force

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

ASEAN China South Korea Japan

Defense Budget by Activity
in $US Billions

Other

Operations and Maintenance

Personnel

R&D

Procurement



ASEAN’s Path to Regional Autonomy 

17 

warned, “we are not against anything, not against anybody.”58 ASEAN prefers to continue to 

pursue non-interference agreements and non-aggression pacts.  Appearing as if it were creating a 

threatening military alliance would greatly jeopardize ASEAN’s economic goals.  The 

achievement of those economic goals are what will ultimately provide ASEAN the power to 

enhance its security capabilities through economic regional interdependence in the near-term but 

also through the potential for military procurement in the future.  Therefore, alignment should 

remain the preferred security architecture until ASEAN achieves the longer-term objectives of 

the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC).   

A future military alliance is feasible and regional geo-political circumstances certainly 

make it an appealing prospect in the long-term.  Brad Nelson notes, “Internal reform - either 

within ASEAN countries or the institution itself - is probably an unlikely source of foreign 

policy change. Instead, security exigencies within Asia are what will likely drive ASEAN 

countries closer together.”59  Although ASEAN struggled with expansion in 1997, it now is a 

geographically contiguous institution where member states are more open to greater levels of 

accountability for the good of the collective.  Transnational threats have set these conditions and 

many have argued that in spite of all its struggles, security cooperation was always the most 

hopeful area with the greatest opportunity for success with all that ASEAN wanted to achieve.60 

Diplomatic Arrangements 

As a means of becoming more autonomous and self-sufficient, ASEAN should seek to 

become the hub for external bilateral and multilateral agreements in lieu of numerous agreements 

between individual members and external powers.  ASEAN employs both bilateral and 

multilateral security and military agreements and treaties to protect its regional interests.  This 

results in a regional system of collective security which can be characterized by both hub and 



Figure 8 (So

spoke dip

ASEAN 

which the

agreemen

utilizes th

 

 

T

Unfortun

deals at t

the venue

where the

ource: Center for S

plomatic alig

Plus 3 (APT

e forum and

nts.  ASEAN

he OSCE to 

These forums

nately, many

these forums

e for regiona

e US is not a

A

Strategic and Inte

gnments and

T), and the A

resultant ag

N does includ

engage Rus

s are vital to 

y states focus

s instead of A

al security di

a member.61 

ASEAN’s Path 

rnational Studies)

d omni-enme

ARF are all e

greements ar

de China in 

sia in securi

engaging ot

s more attent

ASEAN busi

ialogue whil

 Other venu

to Regional A

eshment regi

examples of A

e with ASEA

the ASEAN

ty matters p

ther regional

tion on achie

iness as a wh

le China wan

ues to promo

Autonomy 

ional interde

ASEAN’s en

AN as an en

N Regional Fo

ertaining to 

l and world p

eving object

hole.  The U

nts to add se

ote regional s

ependency.  A

nmeshment 

ntity instead o

orum simila

Europe.   

powers in di

tives through

US prefers th

ecurity discu

security are 

ASEAN Plu

strategy in 

of bilateral 

ar to how the

ialogue.  

h bi-lateral s

hat the ARF b

ussions to AP

the Council 

18 

us 1, 

e EU 

ide 

be 

PT 

for 



ASEAN’s Path to Regional Autonomy 

19 

Security Cooperation in the Asia-Pacific and ASEAN Institutes for Security and International 

Studies.62  ASEAN has also signed Treaties with external states such as the Declaration for the 

Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea.63  China, a signatory to this declaration, has clearly 

violated its principles by its expansionist actions in the South China Sea, knowing that ASEAN 

and its allies currently pose no credible threat of war.  ASEAN’s most important and celebrated 

treaty arrangement is the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (TAC).  ASEAN places high 

expectations on this treaty to influence behavior and keep ASEAN members free from state on 

state conflict.  The TAC has been ratified by China, India, Russia, South Korea, Mongolia, 

Pakistan, Australia, New Zealand, Japan, Timor Leste, Sri Lanka, France, Bangladesh, and the 

United States.64   

Become More Rules Based 

 ASEAN must become a more rules-based institution capable of enforcing regulations 

among members if it wants to strengthen its regional power.  There are both opportunities and 

challenges to such a transition.  The EU provides ASEAN with a contemporary example of a 

rules-based institution.  “ASEAN has far to go to reach this level of regional integration. Indeed, 

within ASEAN, concerns about sovereignty, lingering bad feelings about colonialism, varied 

political systems and manifold conceptions of identity and self-interest, along with deficiencies 

in the rules and structure of the ASEAN institution itself, create roadblocks to regional unity.”65   

ASEAN’s legal structure is minimal as compared with the EU, however, the APSC intends to 

create a rules-based community.66  When ASEAN expanded to include Vietnam, Laos, 

Myanmar, and Cambodia, many of the original members perceived their harsh domestic policies 

to be undermining the international stature of ASEAN.  This has led to some erosion of the 

principle of non-interference and thus, opened ASEAN to becoming a more rules-based 
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organization.67  Additionally, the new charter has committed its members to democracy for the 

first time.  This commitment to democracy and human rights propels ASEAN closer to an 

institution like the EU or OSCE.  Sheldon Simon adds, “Regional security, if truly indivisible, 

entails neighboring states involvement in each other’s domestic affairs.”68  ASEAN still cannot 

discipline members, allowing for continued human rights violations in Myanmar, but has come 

far from purely non-interference.  Major political issues, however, still require consensus for 

which Myanmar or another state could veto.69 

 Transitioning to a more rules-based organization will allow ASEAN to arbitrate 

numerous internal disputes which ultimately weaken the overall cohesive strength of ASEAN. 

“While Vietnam has territorial disputes with ASEAN members, for example over the Spratly 

Islands with the Philippines and Malaysia, they have not interfered with the overall cordial 

relations because ASEAN has never been a mechanism to resolve conflicting territorial claims 

among its members.  Rather, ASEAN restrains such conflicts.”70  Although ASEAN is not 

capable of resolving these conflicts, its ability to restrain them is as important.  Additionally, it 

fosters the relationships which may lead to cordial resolution in the future. 

Create an Economically Competitive, Single-Market and Production Base 

The ASEAN Community 2015 goals clearly show that the focus is on the development of 

the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) to become a competitive, single market and 

production base which will enhance security through interdependence as it integrates with the 

global economy.71  The goals for the AEC are critical to supporting ASEAN as a secure and 

sovereign association of states.  The blueprint calls for the free flow of goods, services, 

investment, capital, and skilled labor.  The main focus of economic integration will be small and 

medium enterprises.  Infrastructure development will be directed toward more efficient 
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transportation of goods, a single aviation market, information and communications technology, 

energy security, and tourism. 

The AEC will also support the security apparatus and architecture by narrowing the 

development gap which contributes to regional instability and unrest.  It will also provide a more 

cohesive approach to external economic relations, providing legitimacy to ASEAN and moving 

towards ASEAN becoming a hub in Asia instead of many of the spokes from another hub.  

ASEAN has already achieved 85% of the goals established in the AEC Blueprint.72  

Additionally, ASEAN has received excellent rankings regarding the ease of doing business 

(Figure 10).73  The creation of multilateral trade agreements between ASEAN and its neighbors 

has already made ASEAN less dependent on the World Trade Organization.74  The total GDP for 

ASEAN in 2013 was $3.62 Trillion as compared with China’s $12.38 Trillion which per capita 

equates to $5,800 in ASEAN and $9,100 in China.75  A closer look at the ASEAN GDP shows 

that Indonesia accounts for more than 36% of this output followed by Thailand and Malaysia 

with countries like Laos, Cambodia, and Brunei barely contributing.76  Comparatively, Japan, 

India, Australia, South Korea, and Taiwan posted 2013 GDPs of $5 Trillion, $1.8 Trillion, $1.5 

Trillion, $1.2 Trillion, and $485 Billion respectively.77  ASEAN’s GDP growth is 5.7% 

compared to China’s 7.8%.78  ASEAN is China’s third largest trading partner behind the US and 

EU.  China invested $5.9 Billion into ASEAN in 2011 alone and both parties have entered into a 

five year agreement to expand free trade.79  From 2001 to 2013, ASEAN was the second fastest 

growing economy in Asia, growing by 313% with China growing at 575%.80  Comparatively, the 

EU grew by only 100% during that same period.81  ASEAN has surpassed three out of the four 

BRIC countries, Brazil, Russia, and India.82 
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revenue to fund initiatives and emergencies.  ASEAN states did all make an initial contribution 

of US$1 Million to the ASEAN Development Fund (ADF), signed in 2005, and members are 

encouraged to contribute more.87  Members were required to make an additional US$100,000 

contribution by 2007.88  The ADF, although separate from the ASEAN operating budget, 

provides funding for numerous development projects and initiatives which are advancing 

ASEAN milestones. 

Create a Cohesive SE Asian Identity 

Creating a cohesive Southeast Asian identity is critical to strengthening ASEAN.  

ASEAN has completed 90% (57 of 61 action lines) to implement an ASEAN Socio-Cultural 

Community (ASCC).89  The goal for the ASCC is to create a community that is people centered, 

socially responsible, demonstrates enduring solidarity and unity, forges a common identity, 

fosters a caring and sharing society that is inclusive and harmonious where well-being, 

livelihood, and welfare of the peoples are achieved.90  The community strives to achieve regional 

resilience, environmentally friendly sustainable development, good neighborliness, and shared 

responsibility via the principles of cooperation, collective responsibility, human and social 

development, respect for freedoms, gender equality, human rights, and social justice.91  The 

blueprint focuses on six characteristics of human development, social welfare and protection, 

social justice and rights, environmental sustainability, building an ASEAN identity, and 

narrowing the development gap.  All of these will serve as mutually supporting efforts to 

ASEAN’s security goals, but building an ASEAN identity and narrowing the development gap 

will have a significant impact on ASEAN attaining stability and security while strengthening its 

regional power.  The initiatives seek to reduce poverty, protect the rights of migrant workers, and 

creates an Agreement on Disaster Management and Emergency Response (AADMER), an 
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essential element of continued comprehensive security cooperation.  Successful implementation 

of the ASCC will raise education and literacy while fostering an ASEAN, Southeast Asian 

identity that will enhance the cohesion of the member state’s population.  ASEAN is even 

utilizing video games and ASEAN quizzes to develop this shared identity.92  Although the ASCC 

faces financial, human resource, and technical expertise challenges, attaining this cohesion 

among the populations of Southeast Asia will strengthen ASEAN and discourage bilateralism of 

individual member states in the long-term. 

ASEAN is a far more fragmented region than the more homogenous European states.93 

Even government structures vary greatly.  Vietnam and Laos are socialist, Myanmar is ruled by a 

military junta, and Indonesia, the Philippines, Malaysia, Singapore, and Thailand are 

democracies.94  Michael E. Jones makes three recommendations at both the regional and local 

levels in order for ASEAN to achieve its vision for a shared cultural community.  Jones 

recommends a regional and local education representation structure in which boards composed 

of education and business and industry sector experts would inform and drive educating 

Southeast Asian youth for the future.    He proposes civil and multi-cultural education to tackle 

the issues of citizenship, including a global citizen curriculum on conflict resolution, universal 

and regional values, and civic responsibility.  Education would also include travel to other 

ASEAN states.  Lastly, he asserts that ASEAN must in the long-term establish a regional 

language.  Currently, teaching English (the official working language of ASEAN) as a second 

language could bridge the gap of workers, skilled laborers, and technicians to be able to migrate 

across ASEAN.95 

Counterarguments 
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Many argue that there are simply too many impediments to ASEAN achieving greater 

regional autonomy.  They list interoperability challenges, lack of trust, fear of antagonizing 

regional powers, lack of will to cede more sovereignty to the collective, and a fledgling 

Southeast Asian cultural identity as some of the critical obstacles.  Militarily, the member states 

lack a common language, doctrine, and communications equipment, but more importantly, they 

lack similar risk tolerance and degree of stake-holding.  Critics point out that there is still a great 

lack of trust among member states to the degree that specific language in the ASEAN Bali 

Concord II Declaration was needed to ensure members pledged to end subversive threats against 

each other to include providing safe-have to dissidents and insurgents.96  They argue there is not 

strong enough leadership to truly unite ASEAN even against existential threats.  Brad Nelson 

argues, “ASEAN is a bloc of middle powers that lacks a clear leader. Of all ASEAN members, 

Indonesia - with its large population, rising economic base, strong military and functioning 

democracy - is best suited to be the leader of the bloc, but is unwilling to strongly and 

consistently assert itself. And even if Indonesia did make a bid for the leadership mantle, there is 

no guarantee it would go over well. Other ASEAN members could reject such moves and push 

back against them.”97   

It is true that a weak association, lacking cohesion and conviction, could be dismantled 

by a regional actor such as China and that challenges to the strengthening of ASEAN exist but 

they can be overcome.  Specifically, the ASCC Blueprint has established the correct milestones 

to foster a cohesive identity.  These objectives simply require time, education, and messaging.98  

The APSC explicitly addresses the concerns of interoperability and the AEC will give ASEAN 

greater relevance, economic power, and interdependence with global powers.  When we dissect 

the challenges facing an autonomous ASEAN, it must be in the context of the future status of the 
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Asia-Pacific.  The ASEAN of 2025 will certainly be a stronger, more cohesive, and capable 

organization.  If ASEAN remains dedicated to the objectives set forth in the APSC, AEC, and 

ASCC Blueprints it will not be simply relegated to what Nelson refers to the EU as, “a nice 

consultative body, a good tool to create connections with other states and international 

organizations, a powerful economic community...”99    ASEAN possesses the raw potential to 

exceed those basic functions. 

Conclusion 

 No one can doubt the importance ASEAN and the Asia Pacific will play in world affairs 

for the remainder of the 21st Century.  Nelson goes even further, predicting that ASEAN will 

surpass the EU in power and importance, “The respect for and standing of ASEAN is quickly 

catching up to that of the EU. The flow of power from west to east, the rise of China, maritime 

disputes in the South and East China Seas and Southeast Asia's massive economic growth have 

all enhanced ASEAN’s standing and importance in foreign capitals. Southeast Asia is the place 

to be nowadays. Russia, India, Japan, China and the US have all invested considerable time, 

effort, resources and energy in cultivating strong ties to ASEAN members…The future is Asia, 

and Southeast Asia, represented by ASEAN, is an essential reason for all the optimism.”100  

ASEAN achieving its full potential will serve a stabilizing function in the Asia Pacific and act as 

a more capable partner to US interests in the region.   

 ASEAN can certainly learn from the development of the EU into a rules-based, single 

market economy, with a more cohesive social identity and ASEAN should seek to incorporate 

the lessons from this organizational evolution.  However, ASEAN, and any international 

organizations and partners seeking to support ASEAN’s growth, must heed the historical, 

geographic, cultural, and political differences which make ASEAN distinct from the EU.  
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ASEAN should not strive to be more EU-like.  Instead, ASEAN should endeavor to become an 

enhanced, more capable ASEAN which maximizes its unique cultural and geopolitical strengths 

and opportunities. 
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