Regional security institutions

do contribute significantly to the
maintenance of peace and stability
in the Asia Pacific region

Introduction

Today, we can observe that there is relative peace and stability in the Asia
Pacific region. There remains traditional security flashpoints such as the
South China Sea, Taiwan and North Korea, which could challenge the
current peace and stable regional order. More recent issues such as energy
security, transnational crime and human security add to these growing
challenges.! In an increasingly globalised world, the challenges faced by
the Asia Pacific region are large, involve many countries and therefore
require a multilateral approach to resolve.

Pre-1990s, in the Asia Pacific there was very little formal regional security
dialogue.” Then in 1994, the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), one of the
most prominent regional security institutions in the Asia Pacific region,
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was formed.’ This reflected a shift of emphasis to regional institutions
to tackle multilateral issues. This paper will use the ARF as a major case
study in analysing the contributions of regional security institutions to
peace and stability in the region. Two other institutions, the Association
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), and the Council of Security and
Cooperation in the Asia Pacific (CSCAP), will be discussed to an extent.

Thesis

Using the specific regional security institutions as an example, this
paper will argue that these institutions have contributed significantly
to the maintenance of peace and stability that is present in the region
today. The institutions have been significantly engaging major powers,
enhancing cooperation between states and building confidence through
a ‘soft’ leadership style. This has been successful in maintaining peace
and stability until now. However, the future prospects later discussed will
require these institutions to become more proactive to remain relevant.

How do the institutions contribute to
peace and stability?

In analysing the contributions of the three institutions, we must remember
that diplomacy in the Asia Pacific region differs from that of other regions.
In particular, the philosophy that ASEAN attempts to implement is one
based on the ASEAN Way'’.* Briefly, the ASEAN Way is informal diplomacy
built on cooperation and conflict avoidance,” consensus, and respect
for sovereignty.® The following sections will look at the institutions’
contributions through the lens of the ASEAN Way.
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Engaging major powers

Engaging the United States and China in a regional security dialogue has
had positive benefits towards building peace and stability in the much-
contested Asia Pacific region. Most of the individual states in the region
are too small to face either the US or China on their own. In a multilateral
sphere, smaller states are able to keep both the US and China balanced
against each other, and at the same time promote norms of cooperation
and interdependence. Evelyn Goh terms this strategy as ‘enmeshment’,
involving the major powers in deep, sustained relationships eventually
leading to integration.’

ASEAN is successful in its engagement with China because the norms built
within the ASEAN Way suits China, which has a common interest in non-
intervention policies.®* ASEAN’s partnership with China is notable in the
economical aspect, with the trade liberalisation of goods and services, as
well as the signing of free trade agreements (FTAs).’ These policies would
certainly lead to economic interdependence with both sides having a stake
in maintaining the peace to ensure trade from both sides continues. From a
liberalist perspective, this cooperation and interdependence is significant
in maintaining a peaceful and stable region.

This enmeshment of the major powers is an effective strategy even from
a realist perspective. In a region where states such as China view Japan
and the United States with distrust, dialogue is still possible as the major
powers view ASEAN and the ARF as impartial.'® The strategic enmeshment
involving opposing powers like China and Japan effectively puts both
states in a power balance. Douglas Webber argues that this balance means
if one of them attempts to aggressively display leadership, it risks facing a
balancing coalition against it."" In effect, this means the costs of aggression
would weigh heavily against any benefits. Brendan Taylor suggests that
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this enmeshment has also dampened concerns about an aggressive rise of
China." By balancing the major powers and increasing the costs associated
with aggression, ASEAN and the ARF have managed to shape a stable
regional order.

The ARF engagement with the US is also strategically useful in maintaining
a stable regional order. It engages the US by presenting itself as a low
risk, non-threatening institution.”” This paper believes it allows the US
to maintain its interests in the region whilst not committing to serious
binding military commitments. It is also a way to reassure allies that the US
is still engaged in the Asia Pacific region." This thus leads to the effect of
containing the rise of China by ensuring there is appropriate competition
in the region."” This competition is evident in the example of FTAs, seen
when the US announced talks for a FTA with ASEAN in 2000, with China
followed by opening a FTA negotiation with ASEAN in 2001.'

The enmeshment strategy therefore is one of the primary contributions
of the ARF and ASEAN. It brings together different states that harbour
some distrust about each other'” into a sphere of cooperation and
interdependence that balances the power possessed by major states and
helps maintain peace and stability in the region.

‘Soft’ leadership style

Following on the theme of cooperation, the ARF is successful in
maintaining relative peace and stability using what is a ‘soft” leadership
style. This style focuses more on co-opting states rather than coercing
them through pressure, threats or sanctions, which is a hard leadership
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style.'® Some of the main ways that the ARF exercises its soft power is by
sharing common norms, adopting confidence-building measures (CBMs),
and opening opportunities for dialogue."

Spreading norms

The ASEAN style norms of cooperation and consensus builds positive and
peaceful relations between states. This is beneficial to maintaining peace
and stability in the region. The ARF, being parented by ASEAN nations,
ensured that security framework was heavily influenced by ASEAN
norms.”® By engaging major powers in ASEAN norms of cooperation and
consensus, it builds a sense of common purpose and mutual confidence.”
This sets the tone for peaceful relations between different states, especially
between ASEAN states. To take an example, the motto of ASEAN is ‘One
Vision, One Identity, One Community’.”” This idea of a common identity
reconciles and integrates otherwise different states to a sense of common
purpose for peace. Although it is questionable whether there really is
an ‘ASEAN identity’ because of the different cultures, languages and
prejudices between states.” Nonetheless, Taylor notes that this striving for
a sense of unity has made what he describes as a ‘shooting war’ between
ASEAN states, an unthinkable situation. It can thus be argued that ASEAN
and the ARF are attempting to promote this common identity, first within
itself and then to its other members to build peaceful relationships.

Confidence-building measures

One of the more common initiatives employed by the ARF is confidence-
building measures (CBMs). CBMs are broadly defined as any set of unilateral,
bilateral or multilateral actions that act to reduce military tensions
between states.” These measures build confidence between parties and
states and increases interdependence between states. This occurs because
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CBMs consist of information sharing, notification of military exercises and
exchanges between scholars, military and civilian government personnel,
among others.”

One success in the ARF’s confidence-building measures is facilitating
dialogue between North and South Korea, who would otherwise be ill
prepared to make arrangements between each other.* The establishment of
prominent Track II informal dialogues through institutions like the CSCAP
and the Network of ASEAN Defence Institutes (NADI), could also be seen
as CBMs. Track II dialogue do not restrict participating officials to state
policy and allow different perspectives to be put forward. These forums
provide an arena for building confidence, and discussing security issues
beyond official governmental positions.” Track II institutions also provide
a stable channel to manage tensions, and mediate dialogue between states
in situations when there is a lack of mutual trust (for example, Taiwan
Strait issues).”® These CBMs have been noted to increase trust between
ARF participants,” which the ARF seeks to use to promote lasting peace.”

More concrete progress has also been made in other non-traditional security
issues such as energy security and climate change. In the area of energy
security, the ARF has facilitated greater cooperation through information
exchange, sharing of best practices and mutual investment.’' In late 2009,
ASEAN with China, Japan and South Korea also solidified cooperation
in working-level talks to initiate oil-stockpiling plans.*> ASEAN has also
demonstrated significant contributions towards combating climate change.
A noteworthy example is the Singapore Declaration on Climate Change,
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Energy and Environment adopted in 2007.” Another initiative is the
ASEAN Multi-Sectoral Framework on Climate Change and Food Security
adopted in 2009.°* These two examples showcase policy coordination
and can be interpreted as different states recognising common goals and
interests. This kind of cooperation is useful in maintaining peace and
stability.

Opportunities for dialogue

Naturally, many opportunities to facilitate dialogue arise with better trust
and cooperation, confidence-building measures and strong engagement
with different states. As with the North and South Korea example above,
states that would otherwise be unwilling to have dialogues, are likely to
find multilateral institutions impartial and a useful avenue for discussion.
Taylor notes further examples of such dialogues, held between the US and
North Korea in 2004, and between China and Japan in 2006, both facilitated
by the ARF or due to their participation in the ARE.* Without such an
avenue, mistrust could easily develop, with different political rhetoric
present. But this lack of trust can be overcome with the discussion of what
are usually highly sensitive and controversial issues in such dialogues.*

The opportunities for dialogue between officials and policymakers have
the potential to continue building confidence and engaging different
states. The CSCAP has been noted to be extraordinary in its achievements
towards dialogue.’”” CSCAP’s participation is made up of academics, think-
tank analysts and policymakers who engage in free discussion of security
issues.” By including different states in a regional dialogue, it works to act
as a barrier to conflict. As Lee notes, the inclusive membership of CSCAP
in a regional dialogue process, inherently implies the utility of conflict
prevention.*
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A similar analogy about inclusive membership could be drawn for the ARF,
but there is also a mutual lack of trust between regional powers. Therefore,
a Track II institution like CSCAP contributes significantly in bringing
together experts in their private capacities who are more welcoming and
feasible.*

Conclusion

Desker notes that the combination of engagement and enmeshment
strategies of the ARF, and the willingness of major powers to respond to
those strategies, make the likelihood of continuing peace and stability very
promising.*! This paper agrees with that idea. The enmeshment strategy
and the soft leadership style used by the ASEAN states within the ARF
has worked towards integrating the major powers, making them feel as if
they have a stake in peace and stability in the region. Through confidence-
building measures, dialogue and cooperation mechanisms and initiatives,
a sense of common purpose and interdependence overall has helped the
ARF maintain peace and stability in the region.

Limits of regional security institutions

One of the main criticisms of the ARF is that it lacks the ability to respond
to conflicts or any major crises.* This criticism arises mainly from the major
powers. Narine notes that there is a distinct difference in expectations
between Western states and ASEAN of what the ARF should achieve.”
The AREF still remains in the confidence-building stage after a decade of
establishment,* possibly because the consensual style of dialogue makes
any form of progress too slow.* Cooperation and compromise is not as easy
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to achieve with the number of different countries involved in the ARF.
Also, unlike smaller ASEAN states, great powers are unlikely to cooperate,
as it might expose weakness."

A counter to this criticism is that the great powers usually would find
themselves in a position where they will lose if they choose not to cooperate
or compromise. Firstly, analysts note that major powers decided to join the
ARF to avoid being left out in the first place.”” They would likely be left
out if they decided to take an uncompromising stance, or in another case,
if they display aggressive leadership, it risks facing a balancing coalition
from other states (as discussed in the “‘Engaging Major Powers’ subsection).
Secondly, the ARF as an institution provides many benefits for cooperation.
It fulfils the role of an institution that lowers costs, provides information
and is a welcome setting for states that have mutual lack of trust.*® Weber
notes that the ARF has clearly promoted stability through CBMs, trust
building and exchange of ideas. While it may not be the coercive military-
strong institution Western states seek, the ARF may be better off with its
soft leadership style, one that has proven suitable to the region.

Future prospects

Despite the limitations and challenges, the contributions of the ARF cannot
be overlooked. Willingness to hold dialogue and engage is the first step
towards any substantive progress.* But the criticism of the ARF's inability
to respond to conflict, and its being nothing more than a ‘talk shop’,”
must be considered. As political issues are becoming more transnational,
existing arrangements relying on the ASEAN Way of diplomacy may not

be sufficient.”
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The emphasis on achieving a consensus has already frustrated Western
states, and moving at the speed of the lowest common denominator is
seen as unreliable for the future.”” Philippine analyst Raymond Jose G.
Quilop notes that suggestions have been made to leave behind achieving
consensus and utilising a coalition of the willing.”® Such change of process
and reform would take quite a while to achieve, based on the willingness
of the states. Weber argues that from the history of the region, countries
are sensitive to such curtailing of their freedom of action.” However, it
is clear that such criticism must be addressed if the ARF wants to remain
relevant in the future,” and continue to maintain peace and stability in
the region.

Conclusion

Regardless of how successful an institution is, it has to consistently adapt
with the times. In an increasingly globalised world with transnational
challenges, the ARF as a regional security institution has contributed
significantly to maintaining peace and stability. The ARF achieves this
by engaging major powers and different states, enhancing cooperation
and exercising soft leadership. These actions build confidence, a common
sense of purpose and interest in a peaceful region. Although this soft
leadership style has certain limits and has been subject to some criticism,
this does not necessarily mean that the ARF is unable to maintain peace
and stability. Rather, the ARF will need to continuously adapt in the
future to remain a relevant key actor in maintaining peace and stability,
as it already does today.
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