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ASEAN forums

The ASEAN-Japan Centre held 
the kickoff event in a series of 
ASEAN U pdate S eminars in 
Tokyo on Aug. 1, a week before 
ASEAN D ay, A ug. 8, which 
marks AS EAN’s founding 47 
years ago.

The series of update semi-
nars, one of which was held in 
Nagoya on Aug. 4, will be held 
around Japan and are meant 
to raise awareness of ASEAN’s 
activities prior to the launch 
of ASEAN Economic Commu-
nity (AEC) by the end of 2015. 
The A EC will strengthen the 
economic unity of AS EAN 
member countries.

The kickoff seminar, sup-
ported by the Japan External 
Trade Organization (JETRO) 
and Keidanren was held in a 
packed conference room in 
central Tokyo with 362 attend-
ees greeted with opening re-
marks by ASEAN-Japan Centre 
Secretary G eneral Y oshikuni 
Ohnishi.

AEC challenges
Following the opening re-
marks, the keynote speech 
was delivered by Pushpana-
than Sundram, a former dep-
uty secretary-general of 
ASEAN for the AEC from 2009 
to 2012.

Pushpanathan started his 
presentation by first speaking 
about the AS EAN economy, 
stressing the growth in the re-
gion.

ASEAN, whose 10 members 
are Brunei, Cambodia, Indo-
nesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myan-
mar, the Philippines, 
Singapore, Thailand and Viet-
nam, has a population of 617 
million and is growing at a 
faster rate than either China 
or India with an annual aver-

age rate of 1.45 percent. 
ASEAN is expected to achieve 
an economic growth rate of 5 
to 6 percent from now through 
2017.

ASEAN is pulling in about 
$128 billion in terms of foreign 
direct investment, which is 
seven times more than the 
flow to India and more than 
the flow of $117 billion to 
China in 2013, he said.

Pushpanathan also stressed 
the expansion of the middle 
class and abundance of the 
population under the age of 30 
in AS EAN, saying consumer 
demand for educational ser-
vices, household goods and 
services will increase.

Pushpanathan then moved 
on to the subject of the AEC, 
under which member coun-
tries aim to deepen their eco-
nomic unity by realizing the 
free flow of goods and servic-
es, lowering or eliminating 
tariffs and doing other things 
to lift various barriers.

In the seminar, he said the 
challenges for the AEC are the 
differences in the readiness of 

individual AS EAN member 
states to achieve the AEC tar-
gets, impediments to trade in 
the form of increasing non-
tariff barriers, lack of harmo-
nization of regulatory 
standards and complexities 
with customs clearance.

Pushpanathan also touched 
on AS EAN’s relations with 
Japan. The two parties cele-

brated 40 years of friendship 
and cooperation last year.

“The ASEAN-Japan relation-
ship is one of the most impor-
tant economic and strategic 
partnerships for AS EAN,” 
Pushpanathan said.

ASEAN, however, needs to 
tackle some operational issues 
to attract more Japanese busi-
nesses, such as streamlining 
customs procedures, eliminat-
ing non-tariff barriers to trade, 
promoting regulatory conver-
gence and standards harmo-
nization.

Under the ASEAN-Japan 10-
year Strategic Economic Co-
operation adopted in August 
2012, AS EAN and Japan will 
look at supporting the cre-
ation of new business in the 
fields of healthcare and green 
and creative industries, he 
said.

ASEAN’s history
Following Pushpanathan, Su-
sumu Yamakage, an Aoyama 
Gakuin University professor of 
international relations deliv-
ered a presentation, explain-
ing how ASEAN has developed 
since its inception in 1967.

ASEAN was originally 
formed to promote peace and 
prosperity in the region. By the 
time the membership expand-
ed to the current 10 countries, 
the region’s economy was 
prospering and world geopol-
itics were changing, shifting 
ASEAN’s objectives from 
peace and prosperity to con-
nectivity (among AS EAN 
member countries) and cen-
trality (or the central role 
ASEAN plays in the global pol-
itics and economy), Yamakage 
said.

The shift took place in the 

2000s, when ASEAN adopted 
the declaration of forming the 
AEC, ASEAN Political-Securi-
ty Community and ASEAN So-
cio-Cultural Community and 
began preparing for it. At the 
moment, there are no con-
crete timelines to realizing the 
APSC and ASCC.

The connectivity among 
members is important as it 
helps to narrow the develop-
ment gap. In terms of physical 
connectivity, ASEAN has been 
building roads and other in-
frastructure connecting mem-
ber countries, implementing 

systems and regulations to 
make it easy for people to 
move within the region.

On centrality, AS EAN has 
taken the initiative to organize 
various meetings with Japan, 
China, the U.S., India, Russia 
and other countries collective-
ly, not individually. S uch 
frameworks include AS EAN 
plus three (Japan, China and 
South Korea) and RCEP, or Re-
gional Comprehensive Eco-
nomic Partnership, which 
includes AS EAN, Japan, 
China, S outh Korea, I ndia, 
Australia and New Zealand.

Private sector’s view
The next speaker, Hideyasu 
Tamura, principal deputy di-
rector, Asia and Pacific Region, 
Trade Policy Bureau in the 
Ministry of Economy, T rade 
and Industry, presented view-
points from the private sector.

Trade, direct investment 
and other economic exchange 
between Japan and AS EAN 
has constantly been active. 
Recently, not only manufac-
turers but also companies in 
the services sector such as re-
tailers and logistics compa-
nies are entering the ASEAN 
market, helping the region’s 
employment situation, he 
said.

The challenges in doing 
business in within ASEAN in-
clude unstable electricity sup-
plies and rising wages. 
Tamura said he would like 
ASEAN to have more free trade 
agreements with other coun-
tries or deepen its existing 
agreements, which would in-
crease the advantages of doing 
business in ASEAN dramati-
cally, he said.

Panel discussion
After Tamura’s speech, a panel 
discussion was moderated by 
Yamakage and participated in 
by Pushpanathan, Tamura and 
Songkane Luangmuninthone, 
director, T rade and I nvest-
ment Division, ASEAN-Japan 
Centre.

After Yamakage asked what 
comes after the A EC, Push-
panathan said the AEC will not 
be like the EU, which is a cus-
toms union, meaning no cus-
toms are levied for goods 
moving within the region.

“Environment will be a 
focus,” Pushpanathan said, 
suggesting the A EC will 
strengthen cooperation in en-
vironmental businesses.

Songkane said, “The ASEAN 
will be more integrated for 
sure.” The challenges after the 
formation of the AEC is “po-
litical commitment,” he added.

Tamura said the AEC should 
develop new value after 2015. 
For example, the AEC should 
strengthen health care, social 
security, the environment and 
energy, he added.

Also, “it would be beneficial 
to Japanese companies if they 
can compare the social sys-
tems of each A EC member 
country,” he said.

On diplomacy with China, 
Songkane said, “I come from 
Laos, and we need investment 
from the world. We should not 
be selective on where invest-
ment comes from, and all FDI 
to Laos is welcomed.”

Tamura said Japanese mak-
ers view China and AS EAN 
separately. They have many 
different strategies and are 
flexible whatever the geopo-
litical situation is.

ASEAN’s future regional, global roles

The ASEAN Economic Com-
munity, which will be formed 
by the end of 2015, will prob-
ably be launched at about 70 
or 80 percent of its final incar-
nation, a former deputy sec-
retary-general of AS EAN for 
the AEC said.

“I  am very optimistic that 
we will achieve forming the 
community in 2015, but it will 
not be 100 percent. We will 
probably achieve around 70 
or 80 percent,” Pushpanathan 
Sundram told The Japan 
Times before the kickoff of the 
series of ASEAN Update Sem-
inars on Aug. 1.

The A EC is composed of 
ASEAN member countries. 
The A EC has various goals 
aimed at achieving economic 
unity such as free flow of 
goods and services, lowering 
or eliminating tariffs and lift-
ing non-tariff barriers to trade 
and other cross-nation eco-
nomic activities.

As the deputy secretary-
general of ASEAN for the AEC 
from 2009 to 2012, he has 
worked on helping the ASEAN 
economy. His current job is to 

“basically conduct analysis on 
the AEC and the future of the 
Asia Pacific region,” he said.

He gives companies a vari-
ety of advice on doing busi-

ness in the ASEAN region.
“The idea is to view the AEC 

as one economic entity,” he 
said.

Aoyama Gakuin University 
Professor of International Re-
lations S usumu Y amakage 
said, “The formation of the 
AEC by the end of 2015 is an 
achievement of one goal. I t 
will not be a perfect one, but 
will be an achievement of 
something.”

“It doesn’t matter if it won’t 
be a 100-percent achieve-
ment. The important thing is 
that ASEAN has a goal. Having 
a goal and stepping forward 
is ASEAN’s history,” he said.

It may be difficult to reach 
compromises in all of the is-
sues facing the region be-
cause of the diversity of the 
AEC members, he added.

Businesses welcome the 
move and are looking forward 
to the success of the AEC, he 
said.

AEC to further ASEAN’s future goals

‘Environment 
will be a focus.’
Pushpanathan Sundram

Audience members listen to a presentation at the ASEAN Update Seminar held in Tokyo on 
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