
ASEAN MOVING FORWARD: INSTITUTIONALIZING CHANGE AND REDEFINING 

CONSENSUS 

 

1. ASEAN and the international order:  

ASEAN has become an integral part of the international order that came into 

being in the aftermath of the Second World War. The establishment of ASEAN in 

1967 and its enlargement to include all the Southeast Asian nations in the 

aftermath of the Cold War shows that the ASEAN mode of regional alignment is 

compatible with the international order in the sense that ASEAN has played an 

important role in achieving regional peace, prosperity, and progress. Moreover, by 

playing the central role in the security architecture in the Asia Pacific and Indo-

Pacific region, ASEAN contributes to a great extent to the maintenance of the 

existing international order. Wider recognition of the principles for inter-state 

relations (that are upheld by the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation - or the TAC), 

broader application of the ASEAN institutional arrangements (that function in the 

form of ASEAN-led fora), and the expanded partnerships between ASEAN and 

countries and regional groupings outside Southeast Asia suggests that ASEAN is 

helping to sustain the international order that has been under stress due to a higher 

level of Chinese assertiveness and lower level of American commitment to 

multilateralism.  

The ASEAN efforts to strengthen the international order reflect a simple 

logic: multilateralism and international laws are “the weapon of weak countries.” 

From this perspective, ASEAN members will continue to attach strategic 

importance to ASEAN in the formulation and conduct of their respective foreign 

policies.   

It is even more true for Vietnam in 2020 when the country is celebrating the 

25th anniversary of its ASEAN membership and performing the ASEAN 

Chairmanship role. To become more proactive in ASEAN has become a strategic 

foreign policy choice for Vietnam in the time to come. In a broader sense, 

Vietnam’s integration to the rest of the world – evident by improvement of its 

relations with foreign partners including the US, Japan, and the EU, participation 

in Free Trade Agreements including the CPTPP, RCEP, and EVFTA, and non-

permanent membership to the United Nations Security Council – attests to Hanoi’s 

recognition of the importance of the international order as well as the need to 

consolidate it at the present time. 

2. ASEAN and the South China Sea:  

Developments in and related to the South China Sea indicate that the 

international order is challenged in this part of the world. The scope of this 



challenge is many-folded. For one, the status quo has been altered due to the act of 

land reclamation and militarization of the features in the South China Sea. In 

addition and related to this, China’s more permanent presence and force 

deployment of large scale facilitate a higher level of its assertiveness in the area, 

which intensifies the action-reaction chain by other countries, most notably the US. 

Moreover, Beijing’s misinterpretation and misapplication of the UNCLOS as well 

as its rejection of the 2016 Permanent Court of Arbitration ruling allude to the fact 

that international laws in general and the UNCLOS in specific are not fully 

respected. Last but not least, Beijing’s effort at dividing ASEAN’s consensus on 

the South China Sea issues diminishes the organization’s cohesiveness in general 

and downplays the UNCLOS in specific. Against this background, the demand for 

a rules-based order has become greater.  

The new level of China’s assertiveness, however, makes it less problematic 

for ASEAN claimants and Indonesia to forge a common assessment of the 

situation. The consensus on a stronger wording in ASEAN major documents that 

discuss the South China Sea-related issues was reportedly easier to achieve. More 

importantly, the recognition of the UNCLOS as the principal legal foundation for 

any solution to disputes in the South China Sea has been greater. The Chairman’s 

Statement of the 36th Summit on June 26th, 2020 read: “We reaffirmed that the 

1982 UNCLOS is the basis for determining maritime entitlements, sovereign 

rights, jurisdiction and legitimate interests over maritime zones, and the 1982 

UNCLOS sets out the legal framework within which all activities in the oceans and 

seas must be carried out.”  In addition, a series of diplomatic notes by a number of 

ASEAN countries including Vietnam, the Philippines, and Indonesia submitted to 

the UN have also strengthened this point. These moves coincide with the timing of 

the 4th anniversary of the 2016 Permanent Court of Arbitration ruling as and when 

the value of the Award has been wider recognized.  

These developments bring about a number of policy implications in the 

future. Bilateral and/or mini-lateral efforts can be renewed between ASEAN 

countries to solve remaining issues toward agreeing on demarcation of overlapping 

maritime zones, on proposing joint projects for environmental protection and 

resource preservation, and on management of resource exploitation activities 

including illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing (IUU). In addition, ASEAN 

claimants and Indonesia can take the lead to substantiate the COC negotiations and 

to initiate new line of actions related to South China Sea in which the ASEAN-

minus-X formula can even be applied. 


