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Although the impetus behind tho formation of ASEAN in 1967 wns 
political, the goals sot up by the five Foreign Ministers were economic. 

From 1965, the Vietnam _war escalated GJ1d by 1967 thoro was growing domoritic 

opposition in the United States against American involvement. South-cast 
Asian leaders realised the possibility of an AmcI'ican withdrawal and tho 

fall of Vietnam to communist hands. Hence, there was growing interest 
in non-communist South-cast Asia about the eventuality of having to 

live with communist neighbourri in tho north. The dual objectives of 
political and economic co-operation motivatod the five Foreign Ministers 
to sign,:the Bangkok Declaration giving birth to the Association of South-
east Asian Nations on August 8, 1967. 

Regionalism, at that time, wa:~ a new phenomenon. The two previous 
experiments, ASA and Maphilindo, had failed. .1\part from Thailand, tho 
other four member nations of ASEAN had become independent only a short 
time ago. Tho sense of nationalism wei;s burning strongly and the task 
of nation building had just begun. As a result, it was difficult 
sometimes to S<;)..crifico national interest for regional welfare. 

Tho first oight years of ASEAN also faced other cibstc;i.cles. Thero 
were unresolved conflicts among its members. For example, the terri-
torial dispute between the Philippines and Malaysia over Sabah and the 
lingering atmosphere of suripicion and. distrust bctwoon Malaysia, 
Singapore _nnd Indonesia. To aggravate tho situation, some leaders of 

ASEAN did not know each other on a personal basis. 
ASEAN was also hampered in tho first eight years by the fact 

that it wns orga.nisntionally weak. In tho Bnngkok Declaration, areas 

of regional •••••• 2/-



2 

of regional co- oper ation wor e ma.rk0d out but little thought ha.d 
gone into the formation of a viable and effective working machinery. 
The inevitable happened - a prolifer a.tion of meetings , t all piles of 
documents and beautifully-worded r ecommendations which remained on 

print ed pages. 
Despite such difficulties , ASEAN in ito first eight years of history 

can be. s aid to be relatively successful as an initia l adventure into 
regi onnliso . It helped to reduce t he prospects of certnin intra-rogiona.l 
differences from escalating and it a l s o provided a channel of communication 
among it s l eaders t hrough which underst anding and goodwill wore fostered. 

There was modest achievement i n the fi eld of economic co-operati on 

in tho first ei ght year s - in touri st promotion, shipping and in 
petroleum explorat ion , areas i n which the member nations did not 
r egard as controvers i al. Only 206 r ecommm,.dations wor e implemented 
between 1967 o.nd 1975 a cc ounting to onl y 20 per cent of tho t ot a l 
number of r ecommendat i ons made. 

Tho meeting of ASEAN Heads of Government in Bali in February 
1976 was a turning point in ASEAN ' s h i story 7 for t he occas ion signalled 
tho cumula tive will of tho member stc.tos to surge ahead. In this 
r espect, tho f a.11 of Vi etnam , Cambodi a. and Laos to t he communists 
provided the necessary cat alyst. ASEAN l oaders were prompted to re- ; 

assess tho s eriousnes s of the s i t uation in which communist and non-
c ommunist stat es i n South-cast As i a would have to live as neighbours 
i n peaceful competit ion. 

Throe i mportant document s wo r e s i gned in Bali: The Declaration of 
A.SEAN Concord ; Tho Tr eaty of Amity and Co-oper ation; and, tho agroor:ient 
to s et up the ASEAN Secretariat. 1rhese document s mapped out tho 
direction in which future regional co-operation was to be t aken and 
a r eas which wor e to be given priority. Thero was agreement to co-
oper at e on t ho production of bns ic cornmodities, particularly food and 
energy, to co- operat e in tho est ablishment of l a r go s ca l e ASEAN 
industria l proj ect s and to promot e intra-ASEAN trade working towards 
preferenti a l trading arr angement s . In Bali, therefore, economic 

co-oper ation was givon .promi noncc . 
The advant ages •••••• 3/-



' 
3 

Tho ndvantngos of intra-ASEAN ecDnomi c ~a-oper ation ar e not 

difficult to nQmo - bigger mnrkot s , bott or umploymont prospects, 
bigger foreign oxchnngo earning capo.city, otc. Tho impediment 
towards economic co- operation i s obviouoly not economic but poli tic.::il. 
Ar c:;umonts have boon l ovollod against the gr a dual or nbsolute abolition 
of tnri f f barriers. Those who a r gue this wny put forward the idea. t hnt 
t hoso member s who hnvo moro advanced economics would flood thos e l es s 

ndva.nc od with goods s o as to af fect ndvors ely their domootic industri es 
which arc l a r gely i mport substitution orient ed. In my opinion such nu 

a rgument i o erroneous bocauoc ASEAN members in fnct hnvo more or los s 

tho same lovol . of dovolopmcnt ; tho ma jor differ ence lies in tho typos of 
goods produced, s omo in t oxt ilos c';nd foot wear, others in ca lculators 

nnd transistors . Our oconomios ar c in s ome ways nlrondy compl ementary, 
r ather than competitive and our economic planners could co-operate 
to make this oven more s o. 

Movos wore ma de to open dio.loguos with tho EEC, Aust:balia , New 
Zeal and, Canada 7 Japan and tho United Stat es aft er 10 year s of growing 
economic co-oporn.tion within ASEAN i t s olf. vro wore propelled by tho 
qucGt for bett or trading t erms 7 onsior [~ccoss to world mnr kot s , bigger 
invoGtments bringing with t horn t h o useful transfer of modern t echnology . 
Those dialogues a r c particulnrly rel evant today no thoro socms to be 
n growing t endency .towards prot ectionism. 

I n conducting those dinloguos , ASEAN countri es ur o awnr o that 

t hey could boGt achi ovo t heir goo.l s when thoy t nlk to others as n 
group, more so t hnn if they wor o onch to do t hi s individually. For 

example, in t ho pursuit of gr oat or c..cccss to the · iost European mc1.rkot, 
ASEAN's joint nppronch to t ho ECC on t ho Gonor alis od Syst em of Pro-
f oronco linvo boon productiv:o and r ewarding . Bilc',t orn.l ob j octivos 
coinciding with t ho bonofi t s for t ho r egi on are r;1oro oo..s ily atta i nc.blo 
t hr ough n collective lobby. In o..11 t hose dialogues I hnvo mentioned , 
economic co-opor nt ion i s t ho hallmar k . ASEAN r ealis es tha t it could move 
further o.too.d i n co-oporntivo ondonvour s with t hose industrinl i sod 
countries who oha r o ASEAN' s view t hnt t ho economic ::i.nd politicnl well-

being of tho country r ests with t ho .J.bility of the government to 
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provido soci nl o..nd oconomic socurity . This i s our strongost woapon 

ago.inst our advorsc..rios who fight for tho hoarts and minds of tho 

pooplo 1-;ioro with promioos than with concret c a dvancomont in living 

s t [!Jldnrds. Singaporo 1 s porsistcnt concern nnd doop conviction tha t 

oconomic co-oporo:t ion should bo given priority within ASEAN is, t hor eforo 1 

not without jus tification& Tho s eries of dialoguos with our biggor ::i.nd 

otrongur frionds ha.vovindico.tod this emphasis. All of them without 

oxoopt ion rovolvo round oconomic i ssues . 

Those dia loguos hnvo proved yot a nothor point. Doubts hav e boon 

cnst by cort o.in powers and diroct a llogntions made thnt ASEAN is an 

instrument of noo-colonfa.li sm and would cvontually be come n military 

orga.nisation w1dcr aogis of another power. Such statements arc 

groundloss nnd t ypicnl of communist rhetoric. Yet thes e quarters 

know thC1.t ASEAiif 1 s tics with tho ma.jor non-communist countri es arc 

s ololy e conomic u.nd a r c be.sod on t ho bol i of thnt with oconomic 

co-oper ati on the governments of ASEAN could bast deliver tho goods 

to t heir peoples. 

Ho in ASEAJ'J aro optimist ic a.bout tho the future of e conomic 

co-operation. Dospito initinl difficulties we have with some politica l 

will moved .-:,.head with Preferentia l Trading Arrangements and feasibility 

studios a ro now boing conducted on the indus trial projocts. All t h is. 

would moa n choa.per products 7 bettor omploymont opportunities o.nd a 

bet tor and n more productivo life for ourselves rui.d fo r our childron • 

.Al t hough wo h a.vo moved in t ho right diroct ion of oconoviic co-oporc,t'i r 

wh::t we now nood io more politica l will to provide tho impetus for 

onha.nced oconomic achievemonts. 

OCTOBER 8, 1977 . 




