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RESEARCHERS AT SINGAPORE’S INSTITUTE OF SOUTHEAST ASIAN STUDIES SHARE THEIR UNDERSTANDING OF CURRENT EVENTS

Singapore | 6 Nov 2012

What to expect at the upcoming 21st ASEAN Summit
By Termsak Chalermpalanupap

Cambodia will host the 21st ASEAN Summit and related summits in Phnom Penh from 18-
20 November 2012. This will be the third time that Prime Minister Hun Sen arranges such 
a Summit. In November 2002, he chaired the Eighth ASEAN Summit for the first time. He 
was so pleased with the honour and experience that he told his Cabinet members then that 
he would try to stay on in power until 2012 in order to chair ASEAN Summit again. Ten 
years afterwards, he is still the Prime Minister of Cambodia. And in April 2012 he was the 
ASEAN Chairman for the second time, chairing the 20th ASEAN Summit. 

This Perspective article reviews what to expect from the 21st ASEAN Summit.

Prior to the 21st ASEAN Summit, the ASEAN Business Advisory Council (ABAC) will host 
the 2012 ASEAN Business and Investment Summit in Phnom Penh from 16 and 17 
November. Prime Minister Hun Sen has been invited to deliver the keynote address on 
17 November; Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao has been invited to give a gala dinner talk 
on the same day. Topics to be discussed at the Business and Investment Summit include 
exploring Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar as “the new frontiers” of the ASEAN Economic 
Community.

At the ASEAN Foreign Ministers Meeting (AMM) on 17 November, one important agen-
da item will be the draft ASEAN Human Rights Declaration (AHRD). A group of gov-
ernment officials prepared the first draft AHRD in 2011; then the ASEAN Intergovernment 
Commission on Human Rights (AICHR) revised it, taking into consideration inputs from civil 
society groups and other stake holders in ASEAN before submitting the revised version to 
the 45th AMM in July 2012. The AMM encouraged AICHR to further consult all relevant 
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parties in the wake of complaints from human rights groups that the draft AHRD contained 
negative elements that will represent a “setback” to ASEAN cooperation on human rights. 

ASEAN HUMAN RIGHTS DECLARATION

From the AMM, the final draft AHRD will be presented to ASEAN Leaders for adoption 
and signature at the 21st ASEAN Summit. The AHRD essentially is a political declaration 
spelling out key principles and objectives for the promotion and protection of human rights 
in ASEAN. A group of civil society organizations, led by Forum Asia, has sent an open letter 
to request ASEAN Foreign Ministers to look into what they perceive as “serious flaws in the 
document”. ASEAN Foreign Ministers assigned their senior officials to examine the existing 
draft. Indonesian Foreign Minister Marty Natalegawa reportedly noted that since the AHRD 
is a document that must have consensus support of all the 10 ASEAN Member States, it 
“will never please all parties”. 

Another document that the AMM will finalize for adoption of the 21st ASEAN Summit 
will be the ASEAN Leaders’ Joint Statement on the Establishment of an ASEAN 
Regional Mine Action Centre (ARMAC). ASEAN Foreign Ministers agreed on the 
establishment of the ARMAC when they met in New York on 27 September. Cambodia, 
which has a sizeable pool of demining experts, has been the prime mover of this idea and 
wants to host the Centre. 

The ARMAC will be one of the lasting legacies of the Cambodian Chairmanship of 
ASEAN in 2012.

Another important item on the AMM’s agenda is the draft Plan of Action for the 
Implementation of the Bali Concord III Declaration. The draft Plan of Action comes 
from the Committee of Permanent Representatives to ASEAN (CPR), and is aimed at pav-
ing the way for the creation of the “ASEAN common platform” on major global issues by 
the year 2022. ASEAN Leaders pledged to achieve this ambitious objective in their Bali 
Concord III Declaration of November 2011. 

The ASEAN Foreign Ministers hope to welcome Brazil’s accession to the Treaty of 
Amity of Cooperation in Southeast Asia (TAC). The Brazilian accession was earlier 
scheduled to take place during the 45th AMM in Phnom Penh last July, but Brazil was not 
ready. After its accession in November, Brazil will be the 31st High Contracting Party of 
the 1976 Treaty. The next in line to join the TAC could be Norway, which has recently indi-
cated its interest in doing so.

The ASEAN Foreign Ministers will also meet as the ASEAN Coordinating Council 
(ACC) to prepare for the 21st ASEAN Summit. The ACC will take the first look at the 
report of the Secretary-General of ASEAN. This will be the last report from Dr. Surin 
Pitsuwan before the end of his 5-year term in December 2012.
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Last November Dr. Surin submitted his paper entitled “ASEAN’s Challenge: Some 
Thoughts on Strengthening the ASEAN Secretariat” to the ACC in Bali. The ACC then 
tasked the CPR to study the paper, and the latter has met a few times (without the pres-
ence of ASEAN Secretariat staff) to discuss Dr. Surin’s ideas and recommendations. The 
CPR’s report on Dr. Surin’s paper will be considered at the ACC meeting in Phnom Penh 
on 17 November. 

The CPR will recommend allocating about US$16.24 million for the operational budget 
of the ASEAN Secretariat in Jakarta for the year 2013. This represents an increase of 
about 3% from the current budget of US$15.76 million, to which each of the 10 ASEAN 
Member States contributes an equal amount. The equal financial contribution is stipulated 
in Article 30 Paragraph 2 of the ASEAN Charter.

ASEAN INSTITUTE FOR PEACE AND RECONCILIATION

The first main outcome of the 21st ASEAN Summit is scheduled to be the official launching 
of the ASEAN Institute for Peace and Reconciliation (AIPR). Indonesia has offered 
to host the AIPR in Jakarta. But the AIPR is still facing some financial uncertainty as there 
is no consensus to make providing regular funding support obligatory. ASEAN Member 
States can only agree that financial contribution to the AIPR shall be either optional or on 
the basis of best national effort.

On the other hand, every Member State will appoint its government representative to 
sit on the Governing Council of the AIPR, apparently to make sure that the AIPR cannot 
undertake any study that it would frown upon. Such bureaucratic set-up is rather perplexing 
since the AIPR is not an ASEAN organ and it will receive no regular funding support from 
ASEAN Member States; rather, it will be recognized merely as an “entity associated with 
ASEAN”, like those under Article 16 of the ASEAN Charter.

NEW SECRETARY-GENERAL OF ASEAN

The 21st ASEAN Summit will formally appoint Mr. Le Luong Minh, Deputy Foreign 
Minister of Viet Nam, as the next Secretary-General of ASEAN for 2013-2017, succeeding 
Dr. Surin from Thailand. The nomination is on alphabetical rotation. After Viet Nam, it will 
be Brunei Darussalam’s turn to nominate. The 60-year-old Vietnamese career diplomat had 
served as Viet Nam’s Permanent Representative to the UN in New York from 2004-2011, 
and represented Viet Nam as a non-permanent member of the UN Security Council from 
July 2008 — October 2009.
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LAUNCHING OF RCEP NEGOTIATIONS

On the economic front, ASEAN Leaders are going to issue the Declaration on the 
Launching of the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) 
Negotiation. This is a follow-up to their agreement in Bali last November on the ASEAN 
Framework for the RCEP, which is aimed at engaging ASEAN’s external partners in a new 
broader and deeper economic partnership agreement.

ASEAN Leaders are expected to sign the Agreement on the Movement of Natural 
Persons. The Agreement was endorsed by ASEAN Economic Ministers in their meeting in 
Siem Reap last August. It is aimed at facilitating the temporary movement of ASEAN peo-
ple engaging in trade in goods, trade in services and investment in the ASEAN region. 

ASEAN Leaders will also meet with members of the ASEAN Business Advisory 
Council over a working lunch on 18 November.

On the afternoon of 18 November, ASEAN Leaders are scheduled to have their confi-
dential discussion in a “retreat” session, involving only Leader+1 (Minister or senior official) 
and ASEAN Secretary-General+1 (ASEAN Secretariat officer). This is where any ASEAN 
Leader can bring up any issue of common interest for discussion. One “hot” issue may be 
the lack of consensus in ASEAN on how to further enhance cooperation against trafficking 
in persons. At the 18th ASEAN Summit in Jakarta in May 2011, ASEAN Leaders issued 
the Joint Statement in Enhancing Cooperation Against Trafficking in Persons in Southeast 
Asia, in which they tasked “Ministers in charge of Transnational Crimes (AMMTC) to ac-
celerate the consideration of an ASEAN Convention on Trafficking in Persons.” However, 
so far there seems to be no consensus on how to accelerate the consideration, or on what 
it means.

 

10TH ANNIVERSARY OF THE DOC

At the ASEAN+China Summit on 18 November, ASEAN Leaders and Chinese Premier 
Wen Jiabao will issue their joint statement on the 10th anniversary of the 
Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea (DOC). Since this 
will be Premier Wen’s last opportunity to meet with ASEAN Leaders before the end of his 
premiership tenure early next year, attention will be on whether he might bring any good 
news for ASEAN; perhaps some indication of when China will be ready to start official talk 
with ASEAN on the drafting of the code of conduct in the South China Sea (COC). At the 
meeting of ASEAN and Chinese officials in Pattaya, Thailand, on 28 October, China could 
not yet support ASEAN’s call for the start of formal discussion on the drafting of the COC. 

The ASEAN+China Summit will take note of the new MOU on ASEAN-China health 
cooperation.

In the ASEAN+Japan Summit and the ASEAN+RoK Summit, no special outcome is 
expected. 
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ASEAN-INDIA EPG REPORT

In the ASEAN+India Summit, one special outcome will be the report from the ASEAN-India 
Eminent Persons Group, which was tasked to come up with visionary recommendations 
to further promote ASEAN-India partnership. Another special event in the partnership will 
be the ASEAN-India Commemorative Summit in New Delhi, 20-21 December. (ASEAN 
Leaders have had commemorate summits with their counterparts from Japan in Tokyo in 
December 2003, from Australia and New Zealand jointly in Vientiane in November 2004, 
from China in Nanning in October 2006, and from RoK in Jeju Island in June 2009. )

ASEAN Leaders will meet their counterparts from China, Japan and the RoK for the 
ASEAN Plus Three (first) Commemorative Summit on 19 November to celebrate the 15th 
anniversary of the ASEAN Plus Three cooperation. On this occasion, the Leaders will con-
sider the report from the Second East Asia Vision Group (EAVG II) on how to move 
the ASEAN Plus Three cooperation to a higher plane. In 2001, the first EAVG (consisting 
of eminent persons appointed by their respective governments in their private capacity) 
submitted its report to ASEAN Plus Three Leaders. But its recommendations were subse-
quently screened and skimmed for selective implementation by the East Asia Study Group 
(EASG) consisting of senior officials from the 13 countries in the ASEAN Plus Three. This 
time, the report of the EAVG II will not be passed onto any group of officials for any further 
study.

The Leaders will also look into ways and means of supporting ASEAN connectivity un-
der the ASEAN Plus Three framework, and issue their Joint Statement on the ASEAN Plus 
Three Partnership on Connectivity. One concrete follow-up could be the MOU on ASEAN 
Plus Three tourism cooperation. Tourism is part of the people-to-people connectivity in the 
Master Plan on ASEAN Connectivity.

ASEAN Leaders will meet the UN Secretary-General for the Fifth ASEAN-UN Summit 
on 19 November.

ASEAN-US EPG REPORT

Later on the same day, the Fourth ASEAN-U.S. Leaders Meeting will be held. As things 
stand now, the White House and the U.S. State Department have assured Cambodia and 
ASEAN of the participation of President Barack Obama in the Meeting in Phnom Penh — 
regardless of the outcome of the U.S. presidential election on 6 November. At the Meeting, 
the Leaders will consider the report of the ASEAN-U.S. Eminent Persons Group.

The much-awaited event is the Seventh East Asia Summit (EAS) on the morning of 20 
November. This is where Prime Minister Hun Sen will inform his counterparts from eight 
Dialogue Partners (Australia, China, India, Japan, RoK, New Zealand, Russia, and the U.S.) 
of the ASEAN declaration on the RCEP negotiation and request their support. Russia and 
the U.S. are the only two among these Dialogue Partners who do not yet have any free 
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trade agreement with ASEAN Member States as a group. The RCEP will also be open for 
accession by other external economic partners such as Russia and the U.S.

Two other documents that may be brought up for consideration at the Seventh EAS 
are an EAS declaration on resistance to anti-malarial medicines; and a report on the meet-
ing on the East Asia Low Carbon Growth Dialogue Partnership, which Japan hosted in 
Tokyo on 15 April 2012. EAS Leaders will have their “retreat” session (with participation of 
Leader+1 from each EAS delegation and ASEAN Secretary-General+1) from 9:45 a.m. un-
til noon, during which any Leader can bring up any issue of common interest for discussion.

ASEAN GLOBAL DIALOGUE

After the “retreat” the EAS Leaders will have an audience with His Majesty the King of 
Cambodia, who will host a lunch to welcome them. The ASEAN Secretary-General, the UN 
Secretary-General, as well as the heads of World Bank, ADB, IMF, WTO, and UNCTAD 
have also been invited for the royal audience and the lunch.

After the lunch, these heads of international institutions will participate in the ASEAN 
Global Dialogue to discuss world issues of common concern with ASEAN Leaders (their 
participation is optional). 

The end of the 21st ASEAN Summit will see a symbolic handover of the ASEAN 
Chairmanship by Prime Minister Hun Sen to Brunei Darussalam’s Sultan Haji Hassanal 
Bolkiah. 

* * * * * * * *
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