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Headline: Asean is more professional now; the next step is to enforce its decisions

In the first of a four-part series on South-east Asia, Ng Wei Kai talks to ambassador and former Asean
secretary-general Ong Keng Yong about how the organisation has evolved, and Singapore’s future in it.

Asean is more professional now; the
next step Is to enforce Its decisions

There is still no
punitive option for
errant members,
says ex-Asean chief

Ng Wei Kai

The next frontier for Asean is to
find a way for the organisation to
enforce its decisions on errant
members, said its former secreta-
ry-general, Ambassador Ong Keng
Yong.

Mr Ong, who is currently exec-
utive deputy chairman at the S.
Rajaratnam School of Internation-
al Studies (RSIS), was Asean’s sec-
retary-general from 2003 to 2007.

He told The Straits Times the or-
ganisation has become more pro-
fessional and sophisticated since it
was formed in 1967 as a platform
for political and economic cooper-
ation.

But questions remain on how it
will tackle and enforce its deci-
sions on thorny issues such as the
crisis in Myanmar, he said.

Asean now comprises 10 mem-
ber countries: Brunei, Cambodia,
Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myan-
mar, the Philippines, Singapore,
Thailand and Vietnam.

Home to more than 650 million
people, the 10 Asean countries’
combined gross domestic product
is US$3.6 trillion (S$4.8 trillion).
This figure is projected to reach
US$4.5 trillion by 2030, setting the
bloc on track to become the
fourth-largest economy in the
world.

ST spoke to Mr Ong about what
is next for Asean, and what has
changed since his term as its chief
administrative officer.

Q How has Asean changed over the
last 20 years?

A The Asean secretariat (which is
headquartered in Jakarta) has be-
come more professional, in the
sense that we have more experts
and expertise.

Because of two decades of bu-
reaucratisation, there is an in-
creased ability to make decisions
based on precedents.

We are now not in any way infe-
rior to any of the United Nations
expert organisations or any other
international bodies on technical
issues.

At the same time, this is a bit
more time-consuming. You cannot
just take an idea that you formed
last night and tomorrow morning

put it to an Asean meeting and get
approval.

In the old days, you could get
away with that.

Now you have to have specific ti-
melines, look at pros and cons, and
address dissenting people’s con-
cerns.

There are also fewer executive
decisions made by prime ministers
or foreign ministers; more often
now people have to go back to their
own Parliament to get “blessings”.

Some have complained this has
made Asean’s decision-making
slower.

Q What does this mean for the
organisation?

A I personally feel this is better. In
the old days, if somebody said yes,
everybody would follow.

Now we all have to do our home-
work and explain why proposals
should be accepted. There is a lot
more of what I call “considered di-
plomacy”.

There is more detailed analysis
of pros and cons of proposals.

We have to be more prepared.
Everything that we do regarding
Asean we have to think about in
advance.

As a result of these kinds of re-
quirements, we see the need for
our political leaders to be more in

THE STRAITS TIMES
EDUCATION
FORUM 2025

\5 SMU

IN PARTMERSHIP WITH

CELEHRATING '
MEARINGFUL

SINGATORE MARAGEMENT
URIVERSITY AL

WHAT

The Straits Times Education Forum 2025, in partnership with

Singapore Management University

TOPIC

South- east A5|a And Our Shared Future

WHERE

Yong Pung How School of Law, Basement 1SMU Hall,

Singapore Management University

Tuesday, March 11, 215pm to 5.30pm

contact with their counterparts in
Asean member states in order to
get work done.

Leaders are now more aware that
they are required to take decisive
moves in forums like the Asean

Summit (held twice a year).

The most recent manifestation
of this was when we had the meet-
ing on what to do with Myanmar
four years back, which resulted in
the Five-Point Consensus about
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resolving the civil unrest.

This is the most structured and
forward-looking document on the
crisis from anyone.

The analysis from some is that
we are stuck (as civil unrest in
Myanmar is no closer to resolu-
tion). But what else is there?

This is at least an agreement
which we have reached, which
cannot be untangled or dropped
once decided upon.

For me, there is a certain consis-
tency, and the operational princi-
ples are good ones.

They don’t allow what used to
happen in the old days, which is
that if you are not the chairman,
you don’t care about what happens
in Asean.

But while Asean is now more ro-
bust and decisive, whether each
member state plays its role is still
in question.

We have not reached a point
where we can make a decision on
how to punish errant parties.

This is the next step.

There is still no punitive option
for countries which do not follow
requirements set by Asean.

How do we enforce a consensus
decision in Asean? That is the next
challenge.

Q What does this mean for

Singaporeans, most of whom are
not involved in high-level foreign
affairs?

A The basic dilemma for Singapo-
reans and citizens of all member
states is that we have not reached a
level where there is an understand-
ing of the level of obligation we
have to Asean.

As members of Asean, we have
dual identities - for us, we are Sin-
gaporeans first, but we are second-
arily Asean citizens.

We have not reached a point in
any member state where individu-
als are prepared to say: “In the
short run we may not benefit, but
this decision is good for Asean, so
in the long run we will benefit.”

We have yet to reach this level of
commitment, where we would
stand together against any large
power.

For example, in the case of digital
crime and scams, we have not
managed to tackle the problem
consistently as a region.

This is one opportunity, in tack-
ling digital scams and crime, for us
to develop some level of Asean
identity. Can we all say we have
come up with a strong, common
set of rules?

What we can see from the Euro-
pean Union is that other than eco-
nomic cooperation, people are
now asking if there is a better way
to secure our futures.

The next level of work is to look
at how we can increase the com-
mitment of each citizen by increas-
ing the notion of being an Asean ci-
tizen and having Asean as a safe-
guard against bullying by big coun-
tries or what have you.

Q You have mentioned how Asean
and its constituent countries are
more sophisticated now. How can
Singapore continue to contribute to
the region?

A We are quite an open society,
everyone can come and see what
we are doing. We may be able to
demonstrate some innovation, es-
pecially for the management of ci-
ties. Asean has many many cities.

Asean, as a whole, can be a plat-
form for us to show our innovation
and ingenuity, and survival in-
stincts as a small island.

It can also be a platform to see
how we can fix problems on a larg-
er scale. If we can prove ourselves
to be useful to the countries
around us, I think our own stand-
ing and our own security will im-
prove.

We have to be useful to others.
The basic point, which founding
Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew said,
is that if you are not useful, then
who cares about you as a small
state?

If the rest of South-east Asia
gives Singapore the benefit of the
doubt, we can survive for many,
many centuries.

If our neighbours see Singapore
as an example of what is possible
or as a way to experiment with
their own respective challenges,
then we have a role.

Mr Lee Kuan Yew used to say Sin-
gapore is an oasis. In contempo-
rary times, Singapore is still an oa-
sis — of ideas.

ngweikai@sph.com.sg



