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In the build-up to next week’s ASEAN summit here in Phnom Penh, when Cambodia in its 

role as ASEAN Chair will be hosting not only the other member states but also dozens of 

world leaders – including newly re-elected US President Barack Obama, outgoing Chinese 

Premier Wen Jiabao, Japanese Prime Minister Yoshihiko Noda, Russian President Vladimir 

Putin and Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh – now is a good opportunity to think 

about what it means to be a part of ASEAN, to reflect on how far ASEAN has come, and what 

vision of ASEAN we may want to strive towards in the future. 

 

Is ASEAN to be a private members’ club for governments of member states?  Perhaps a 

vehicle for aggressive economic development and corporate expansion?  Or an inclusive 

regional body that considers the interests of its people first, that puts people before politics 

and profits? 

 

Spanning ten member states across a vast region with a dizzying range of different peoples, 

ASEAN must embrace diverse backgrounds and cultures and respect the contradictory 

opinions that will inevitably arise from that diversity.  However, if civil society across 

ASEAN can find a unified voice and say together what being a part of ASEAN means to us, 

both now and in the future, then we can realistically hope to shape the destiny of the region 

– in a positive direction. 

 

It is our duty to establish strong and effective relationships and lines of communication with 

our national governments – as well as with each other – and strive to represent our people, 

and their hopes and fears, at the regional level. 

 

Any ambitious vision – such as the future of ASEAN – must be founded on core principles.  

What should be the core principles of ASEAN?  The European Union was founded on the 

principles of peace and economic co-operation.  More than 50 years on, ASEAN should have 

loftier ambitions.  While peace should never be taken for granted, the region has now been 

largely blessed with it since the turn of the millennium. 

 

There are still areas of concern – most notably Burma’s civil war in its Kachin state and the 

ongoing ethnic tensions and violence in its western Rakhaing state, piracy and terrorism in 

Indonesia and the Philippines, and potentially damaging disputes over the islands of the 

South China Sea – yet there is no reason to doubt ASEAN’s ability to work through such 



issues, either on its own or with its international partners.   

 

As for the economic outlook, the majority of ASEAN is booming, and countries like 

Cambodia are fast catching up with the pack. 

 

Where ASEAN can really take a lead and establish a legacy in Asia and the world is in 

putting its people at the center of its development – a vision whereby social development is 

advanced hand-in-hand with economic development.   

 

In order to do that effectively, ASEAN needs to focus on three core principles: (1) Human 

Rights, (2) Democracy, and (3) Transparency and Accountability.  I will look at each of these 

principles in turn, and outline my recommendations. 

 

By placing human rights at the center of ASEAN, we remove fear from the equation.  At the 

moment, despite the overall sunny outlook and the admirable distance that the region has 

traveled in such a short time, fear is all too present around the folds and pockets of the 

region.  Fear of losing one’s livelihood; fear of going to jail on the slightest of pretexts; fear 

of bringing a case to court; fear of policemen and other supposed law enforcers; fear of 

speaking one’s mind, of questioning authority; fear of violence, mistreatment and death. 

 

But this is no way to live!  ASEAN is a region brimming with potential, with people, ideas 

and natural resources.  The future is bright, and it belongs to all people in ASEAN. 

 

Human rights are often seen as a nebulous, intangible concept, so we must be careful to 

ensure that our recommendations are practical.  In order for human rights to play a central 

role in ASEAN, they must be enshrined in a regional human rights declaration that reflects 

and upholds international human rights standards.  One is due to be adopted at the end of 

the ASEAN summit, but, judging from leaked drafts, it falls short in a number of key areas.   

 

It is our duty to advocate with our governments to ensure that human rights are properly 

protected and that the declaration contains everything that people want it to contain.  If 

people want the right to be able to assemble freely, that should be reflected in the 

declaration.  If people want the right to be consulted before their land is taken away from 

them, that should be reflected in the declaration.  If people want to be free to speak their 

minds, the declaration should not stay silent. 

 

The declaration has thus far been drafted behind closed doors, with no input from the 

people or civil society, so no one should be surprised if their interests are not reflected in 

the final declaration.  Even at this late stage, ASEAN citizens should continue calling for a 

frank and open consultation with their governments – before the declaration is finalized 

and adopted. 

 



However, even a human rights declaration that honestly protects human rights is only a 

halfway house.  It is not yet known whether there will be any enforcement mechanism at 

the national level.  Unlike in the Arab world, or in Europe, respect for national sovereignty 

in ASEAN seems to be absolute – meaning that states cannot violate it under any 

circumstances. 

 

But if ASEAN does consider sovereignty rights absolute, then it will be unable to protect its 

citizens’ human rights with a human rights declaration, or for that matter resolve any 

political crises that arise within the region.  Absolute national sovereignty was begotten of a 

different era, and cannot serve the interests of ASEAN and its people in this new era. 

 

The ASEAN human rights declaration looks good on paper, but at the same time will lack 

teeth in practice.  Cambodia has its own experience in this field, boasting a raft of decent 

laws which lack an independent and effective judiciary to support and implement them.  

The consequence is that the rule of law and people’s rights are compromised, with the 

interests of the minority elite prioritized. 

 

ASEAN looks to be no different: with ASEAN, though, it is not corruption and political 

influence that will derail any human rights declaration, but a lack of political will on the part 

of ASEAN to interfere in the sovereignty and internal affairs of its member states.  

Unfortunately, such an approach does not bode well for the prospects of human rights 

across ASEAN; yet the very fact that a human rights declaration exists at all is cause for 

optimism in the long-term. 

 

What ASEAN needs, in order for the human rights declaration to be effective, is a supra-

national regional enforcement mechanism.  An ASEAN human rights commission or court 

would be best placed to do the job.  Any national of any ASEAN country should be able to 

bring a human rights case to this ASEAN human rights commission or court, in the event 

that domestic remedies are not available or forthcoming.  Human rights are too 

fundamental to leave to the whim of ASEAN governments and states.  The people of ASEAN 

need to take ownership of this issue, and demand that their interests are represented and 

protected. 

 

Now, let me move to my second core principle: democracy.  No body can be people-centered 

if it does not listen to its people.  Parents claim to know what’s best for their children, but 

why should the people of ASEAN be treated like children?  They are adults, with jobs and 

businesses and houses and families.  Why should they not be listened to? 

 

Without democracy, there is no ownership.  If people can choose their leaders and 

institutions, then those leaders and institutions automatically have increased legitimacy in 

the eyes of the people.  Those same leaders and institutions then belong to the people, and 

society as a whole moves forward.  Younger generations have something to strive towards, 

knowing that they too can take part, that they too have an opportunity to seize. 



 

Without democracy, there is no ownership.  In such societies, people will always see the 

government as alien, something imposed, something resented.  Society ceases to function as 

a whole.  Younger generations see pitfalls rather than opportunities, and development then 

becomes the preserve of the few rather than the many. 

 

But – a democratic ASEAN requires individual member states to be democratic.  Some, such 

as Burma, seem to be making the right steps towards democracy, which are to be welcomed.  

Few across ASEAN, however, are genuinely democratic.  Democracy doesn’t just mean the 

holding of elections; it means – quite literally – “people power”.  Genuinely democratically-

elected governments should be the representatives of the people. Many ASEAN 

governments entirely contradict this principle: they do everything they possibly can to stifle 

people power. 

 

We, the people of ASEAN, must call for real political and democratic reform across ASEAN – 

manifested in free and fair elections in every member state.  It is high time that citizens 

chose their own destinies and were properly and fully represented at the local, national and 

regional levels. 

 

But, as I mentioned a minute ago, democracy isn’t just about holding elections.  Forces such 

as the rule of law, freedom of the press, and an active civil society are also clear signs of a 

healthy democracy.  Across ASEAN, we should advocate for reform in all these key areas.  

Across ASEAN, we should work until all these dreams have become reality.  And if our 

voices are stifled, if civil society is silenced, the bluff of democracy will be exposed, and the 

true hand of authoritarianism will be called. 

 

I will now turn to my third core principle – transparency and accountability.  The principle 

is simple: if people are to be at the center of ASEAN, they need to be informed and they need 

to be respected.  Freedom of information legislation should be enacted across the region.  

People have a right to know, and should be able to access information that affects them, 

both freely and at minimal cost.  In so doing, governments will instill a spirit of openness 

and collaboration in their people, essential ingredients to any venture as ambitious and 

pioneering as ASEAN. 

 

The enemy of transparency and accountability is corruption.  Thus far, civil society has 

sounded a lone voice in highlighting corruption and promoting good practice, whether in 

the context of granting economic land concessions, domestic judicial processes, or other 

scenarios where governments and authorities act outside the law.  Civil society needs to 

work with all players – governments, businesses, state institutions and ordinary people – to 

help raise awareness of the damage that corruption causes and to help combat it at every 

level. 

 

Corruption enables officials and others in positions of authority to choose not to do the job 



for which they are paid – albeit badly – unless someone pays them some more.  

Transparency and accountability, even at the grass roots level, mean that people do what is 

expected of them.  As a result, the state earns the trust of the people, people take ownership 

of their society, and society blossoms.  While some ASEAN member states have tackled 

corruption with great success, the overall picture is grim.   

 

Without transparency and accountability, international investment suffers.  It is well-

documented that foreign companies thinking of setting up or investing in developing world 

markets will think twice if the economic landscape is riddled with unpredictable and 

unmanageable risks – a product of endemic corruption and no rule of law.  And 

international companies which do decide to remain in such countries will face greater 

demands to pay “facilitation payments”, with the result that their risk of liability under 

foreign corrupt practices legislation will increase correspondingly.  Transparency and 

accountability are fundamental to the development of any society, not only for ordinary 

people, but also for governments and the private sector.   

 

Such principles must be at the heart of ASEAN, and should therefore be enshrined in the 

ASEAN human rights declaration.  Without honoring these three core principles, ASEAN will 

founder on the rocks of recklessness.  GDPs, annual profits and glass towers will rocket 

skywards, but, between the ever-widening cracks, will fall millions of people.  Millions of 

people who live in fear and misery, who have no money, no land and no voice.  And they will 

have no more faith in ASEAN than they do in their own governments. 

 

By honoring these three core principles, ASEAN can set a progressive and responsible 

example to the world.  In allowing its people to have a stake, ASEAN will be the envy of 

others less fortunate.  With its people driving it forward, ASEAN can establish a positive 

vision for the future to which other regions will aspire.  Now is the time for us to speak up: 

now is the time for us to demand a people-centered ASEAN! 


