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TRAVEL across Southeast Asia and you know it’s true: Asia is ‘rising’, literally as well as figuratively. Shiny steel and glass high-rises tower over the urban landscape as countries compete with each other to build the tallest skyscraper. 

Massive, glittering malls and hotels litter the cities. Restaurants and cafes are jam-packed with the old and young, while in the streets women in head scarves rub shoulders with girls in jeans and miniskirts. Everywhere you look, ethnic diversity — fragile at times — is the order of the day. 

Having spent the last few days working in and visiting the region, I am convinced there are many lessons here for South Asia’s struggling nations. 

True, Southeast Asia has its own list of challenges: chronic political turmoil in Thailand, corruption in Indonesia and a cruel military dictatorship in Myanmar, to name just a few. But it is difficult to deny the progress made by the region in the last few decades. 

Most nations seeking close regional ties seek inspiration from the European Union’s efforts at political and economic integration. The EU’s success in building a single market, introducing a single currency and pooling sovereignty certainly provide an aspirational example to the rest of the world. 

But the EU, with its policymaking institutions and emerging common foreign and security ambitions, is a unique organisation whose post-war achievements are not quickly transposable elsewhere. The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (Asean) — whose members include Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam — offers a more realistic and achievable model for regional integration for other developing nations, including South Asian states. 

There is much here to inspire and much to emulate. While India and Pakistan remain locked in quasi-permanent confrontation and relations between other South Asian neighbours continue to be mainly tense and difficult, the 10 Asean states have been remarkably successful in sidestepping their territorial and other disputes in order to work together. 

Largely because of increasing intra-regional cooperation, Asean governments have succeeded in not only notching up high economic growth rates but also bringing development to their people. 

The crippling financial crisis of 1997 which brought the region’s ‘tiger’ economies to their knees is a distant memory — and having learned the hard way, Asean policymakers have been careful to avoid past mistakes. As a result, the region appears to have survived the current slowdown, with experts predicting growth levels of around 5.5 per cent this year. 

In contrast to South Asia, this part of the continent is definitely on the move: poverty levels are down, education and health indicators are improving and despite the recent turmoil in Thailand, good, accountable governance is gaining ground, replacing the ‘tough love’ approach of the region’s earlier generation of leaders. 

It is hard not to be impressed — and most people certainly are. Policymakers in the United States and the European Union are part of Asean’s growing number of admirers, joining China, Japan and Australia in the race to forge closer trade, business and political relations with the region. 

Asean nations, both collectively and individually, are signing mega business deals and free trade agreements with their foreign partners even as they step up the drive for internal economic integration. 

The region’s growing economic importance was underscored when President Barack Obama became the first US leader to meet formally with the group in November. 

In 2008, the 10 countries adopted a charter that turns the region of 580 million people with a combined GDP of $2.7tr into a rules-based bloc that aims to become a political, economic and security community over the next five years. On Jan 1 this year, the richer countries in the region eliminated tariffs in their trade with each other. 

As in strife-torn South Asia, in this region neighbouring states also compete with each other but mostly only in the race for development and more and faster growth. Peer pressure results in positive and constructive rivalry, not debilitating conflict.Of course there are challenges. The Asean summit in Hanoi this week, designed to boost endeavours to build a strong economic and political community, was clouded by unrest in Thailand and Myanmar’s widely derided election plans. 

However, the summit followed a meeting of Asean foreign and economic ministers which agreed on a landmark dispute settlement mechanism that allows an Asean country disputing how a fellow member is implementing the charter to take the issue to a third party for mediation. 

The mechanism could be used to help settle territorial disputes. For instance, Thailand and Cambodia have skirmished along their border over ownership of an ancient Hindu temple. But it could also be used to pile pressure on Myanmar to uphold its human rights commitments ahead of elections, according to the Jakarta Post. 

The newspaper quoted Rafendi Djamin, Indonesia’s representative on the Asean human rights commission, as saying the dispute mechanism was an option Jakarta could resort to if the junta in Myanmar does not hold inclusive elections that allow detained opposition leader Aung San Suu Kyi to participate.In fact, Myanmar is increasingly under fire from its Asean partners. Formal reprimands are still not frequent, but in recent months Indonesia and the Philippines have been highly critical of Myanmar’s election laws which ban political prisoners, such as Suu Kyi, from running as candidates. 

Analysts say that Vietnam, a one-party communist state that has jailed a number of dissidents recently, is not keen to see Myanmar in the spotlight over its record. Like Myanmar itself, Vietnam does not believe in interfering in another country’s internal affairs. 

Meanwhile, Thai Prime Minister Abhisit Vejjajiva scrapped plans to attend the Hanoi meeting. This is in fact the second year in succession that Thai unrest has hijacked Asean deliberations, with anti-government protests prompting authorities to call off a summit in the Thai resort city of Pattaya last year. 

Such developments are certainly cause for concern in other Asean member countries. But as Indonesian Foreign Minister Marty Natalegawa told reporters recently: “It’s not the end of the world.” In other words, Asean will continue to move forward — although the path may sometimes turn bumpy.

