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ASEAN: building a Socio-Cultural Community
In 2007, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) adopted a new Charter establishing a
Socio-Cultural Community (SCC) as one of three pillars (the other two being the Economic and
Political-Security Communities) comprising the ASEAN Community, to be completed by 2015. This
represented a new departure for ASEAN, which in the past has cooperated mainly on security and
economic matters. To date, however, progress on the Socio-Cultural Community has been limited.

Historical background
ASEAN's founding Bangkok Declaration of 1967 already mentioned 'social progress and cultural
development' as one of the organisation's main aims, and subsequent documents such as ASEAN Vision 2020
(1997) also refer to 'cultural, welfare, and environmental goals'. However, there was little specific
cooperation in these areas prior to the Charter on the Socio-Cultural Community.

The vision
An SCC Blueprint adopted in 2009 sets out a detailed and ambitious vision for the Community, with
339 specific actions to be undertaken in areas such as education, social protection, environmental
sustainability, engaging with civil society, and building an ASEAN identity. The primary goal is to build a
'people-centred', 'socially responsible' and 'environmentally friendly' Community. In its 2013 mid-term
review of the SCC, ASEAN claims to have implemented over 90% of the measures envisaged in the blueprint.
The following sections compare some of the main proposals with the results achieved.

Education
Blueprint: the blueprint sets targets of 100% participation in primary education by 2015 and eradication of
illiteracy. Specific proposals include establishing ASEAN-themed educational events such as ASEAN university
games and an ASEAN Science Olympiad, as well as a Youth Volunteer Corps.
Results: encouraging general developments can be seen in ASEAN education systems (higher primary school
enrolment rates, though still far short of 100%, lower illiteracy). ASEAN statistics suggest these are longer
term trends linked to economic growth and national policies rather than the impact of the Socio-Cultural
Community, useful though some its proposals (e.g. the ASEAN volunteer corps) may be.

Migrant workers' rights
Blueprint: many of ASEAN's estimated 14 million migrant workers endure difficult employment conditions
with little social protection. ASEAN had already adopted a (non-binding) Declaration on the Rights of Migrant
Workers in 2007; recognising this as a key social justice issue, the blueprint recommended putting it into
practice.
Results: progress in this area has foundered, with deadlock between countries of destination (e.g. Singapore,
Malaysia) and of origin (Indonesia, Thailand) over a stronger, binding instrument to protect migrant workers.

The environment
Blueprint: a 'clean and green environment' is defined as a priority. For example, ASEAN is to promote
sustainable forestry, develop an ASEAN Climate Change Initiative to help define the region's climate change
policy, implement the 2002 Agreement on Transboundary Haze Pollution to prevent the recurrent problem
of severe air pollution caused by forest fires, and adopt an ASEAN Initiative on Environmentally Sustainable
Cities to reward successful urban environmental initiatives.
Results: some countries have taken positive steps, for example, Indonesia has recently cut petrol subsidies,
Singapore and Malaysia are promoting energy efficiency, and Vietnam and the Philippines have increased
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their forest cover. Despite these improvements and adoption of the above-mentioned blueprint measures,
the region continues to pay a heavy environmental price for its economic success: most ASEAN countries
experienced significant deforestation over the past decade (over 10% in the case of Myanmar and
Cambodia); carbon emissions are expected to double over the next 20 years, and the region still lacks a
common climate change policy; there is a modal shift away from public transport as car ownership becomes
more widespread. In 2013, haze pollution reached record levels in parts of the region; the Haze Agreement
was not ratified by Indonesia, the main culprit for forest fires, until 2014, and in the absence of an
enforcement mechanism (such as sanctions for failure to act on the problem), its impact is likely to be small.

Civil society involvement
Blueprint: in line with the general goal of a more 'people-centred' ASEAN, and moving away from a purely
government-led approach, the blueprint proposes cooperation with the ASEAN Civil Society Conference as
the main forum representing ASEAN civil society.
Result: over the past few years, the ASEAN Civil Society Conference has been convened prior to the annual
summit of ASEAN heads of government, to which it submits a statement. In recent years, an 'interface
meeting' between civil society representatives and ASEAN leaders has been held, but this has been the
subject of numerous complaints: the limited meeting time of 30 minutes (initially 15 minutes!), a restrictive
agenda and the substitution of government-approved representatives in place of those chosen by civil
society are symptomatic of the reluctance of some ASEAN governments to engage with civil society. It is also
significant that the ASEAN Charter does not envisage a formal role for civil society in ASEAN activities.

Building an ASEAN identity
Blueprint: again in line with the notion of a 'people-centred' ASEAN, the blueprint proposes to launch or
continue initiatives to raise awareness of ASEAN and build a regional identity, such as holding annual
Southeast Asian Games, observing an ASEAN Day, and encouraging the use of ASEAN symbols such as the
ASEAN Anthem.
Results: surveys consistently show a lack of public awareness – despite broad support for closer cooperation
within the region, only a minority of respondents have heard of the Socio-Cultural Community or ASEAN's
other two pillars. ASEAN symbols have yet to inspire much enthusiasm.

Still a long way to go
So far, there is little evidence that ASEAN's Socio-Cultural Community is having much of an impact. Although
some of the proposed measures are potentially useful, cooperation remains government-led rather than
people-centred, with little public awareness or involvement. Positive developments in the field of education
have more to do with longer-term trends and national policies than ASEAN-led initiatives. Little progress has
been made in terms of social justice or sustainable development.
A number of obstacles stand in the way of further progress, including the following.
 Unlike the EU, ASEAN has very few resources of its own. Implementation of its proposals is therefore

entirely dependent on member state governments, not all of which have the political will or capacity to
follow them up.

 Cooperation in ASEAN is based on consensus, which makes it difficult to adopt decisions when member
states have conflicting interests (e.g. in relation to migrant workers or cross-border haze pollution).
Even when decisions are adopted, there are no mechanisms to enforce them.

 The Socio-Cultural Community is less of a priority for ASEAN than the other two pillars - reflected in the
Declaration at the 2014 summit, which devotes just one third of a page to the SCC, compared to 1.5 for
the Political-Security Community and a page for the Economic Community.

The Parliament's Resolution on the future of EU-ASEAN relations (15 January 2014) calls for inclusive economic
and social development in ASEAN in order to ensure fairer and more equal societies, and for stronger efforts to
protect the environment and biodiversity.

This is one of a trio of publications on ASEAN; the others cover the developing Economic Community and the
Political-Security Community.
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