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Since the Cold War, Asian political security has fundamentally changed. Tensions 

and disputes are no longer influenced by East–West hostility and the way of 

mobilizing forces in the “two extremes” as in the past; however, in Asia, there is 

still potential for disputes. Local complicated tensions still exist – the problem of 

the Korean peninsula and the Taiwan channel; disputes regarding the East Sea 

and Kashmir; conflicts in Central Asia, Sri Lanka, Indonesia and South Thailand, 

as well as the appearance of terrorism in some regions are still threatening the 

security of the continent. However, under the influence of globalisation and 

modern scientific and technological advancement, dependence among countries is 

increasing which makes national security and political stability essential for 

development. In that situation, Asian security cooperation is facing new 

opportunities and challenges. 

 
Among the opportunities for Asian security cooperation, the following can be 

pointed out: 

Firstly, in accordance with the orientation of peaceful economic development  

in the world, all Asian nations are focusing on the objective of intensifying 

economic power, concentrating on international environment. A favourable 

continental security environment and stability are strategic priority objectives 

for these countries. 

 
Moreover, in the condition of vigorous globalizing development, nations are more 

dependent on each other. Many global problems arise that no single country can 

solve by itself. National security is closely connected with regional and continental 
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security, and to ensure national security requires the intensification of regional 

and continental security cooperation. 

 
Secondly, the process of economic generalization is increasing, which paves the 

way for increasing security and political cooperation. Such cooperation among 

Asian countries is improving, owing to the mechanisms of ASEAN, ASEAN+3, the 

FTA process and the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC). 

Countries participating in the above–mentioned cooperation organizations share 

common interests in a peaceful, stable and developing environment in Asia. 

Through cooperative programs and plans, emerging common interests will make 

membership countries more connected to each other, forcing them to have 

careful considerations when giving national decisions. 

 
Thirdly, most Asian countries pursue concepts of security in accordance with the 

trend of development in the Asian continental situation, creating conditions for 

the process of security cooperation in the region. For example, ASEAN countries 

consider complete security as the common objective for the whole association. 

This may be experience that needs to be studied for reference. The concept of 

security should be understood completely, including both military and non-

military dangers, traditional and non-traditional security, at the same time as it 

emphasizes the importance of carrying out non-military policies.  

 
The concept of complete security in Asia is generally understood as follows: 

1) Complete security is considered the most effective means to ensure national 

security. 

2) The elements creating national security include not only military factors but 

also economic, ideological, cultural and social factors; economic factors play a 

particularly important role. 

3) National security has an interactive and dependant correlation to the security 

of the region, continent and the world. Therefore, in order to build complete 

security in each country, we should consider it our responsibility, but also our 

national benefit to participate in building complete security for the whole region 

and continent. 

 
Apart from ASEAN, China, India and many other Asian countries also raise new 

concepts of security, creating favourable conditions for improving cooperation to 

deal with common security challenges. Asian countries are trying to find 

mechanisms to ensure security effectively, namely through the ASEAN Regional 

Forum (ARF), the cooperative mechanism of ASEAN and its communication 
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partners, ASEAN +3, APEC and the Council for Security Cooperation in the 

 Asia Pacific. 

 
Besides opportunities, we can see some main obstacles and challenges to 

the Asian security cooperation after the Cold War. 

Firstly, owing to the appearance of a temporary power gap and contradictions 

among big countries, there is a danger of competition for new power. For 

example, since the Cold War, the power of America and China in East Asia has 

been increasing, the power of Russia is decreasing and that of Japan is not clear. 

The formula for balance of forces lies in their formation. The situation in Central 

Asia and South Asia is becoming more complicated, especially after the events of 

September 11, 2001 and the increase of U.S. interference, etc The multi-direction 

movements have made security uncertain, affecting the confidence and 

determination for cooperation among Asian countries. 

 
Secondly, the variety of political and social regimes can also be considered as a 

particular obstacle in the process of Asian security cooperation. There is no place 

in the world that this variety is shown as abundantly as in Asia. This leads to 

different viewpoints on multi-direction diplomacy, causing difficulties to the 

search for common understanding. The political varieties are clearly reflected in 

external political relationships, especially for those countries with a large 

influence in the continent. In the past, isolation, separation and a lack of multi-

direction experience as well as the process of vigorous interference from the 

outside have created differences – especially with regard to big countries – in 

priorities, policy choosing and ways to establish relations among regional 

countries. 

 
Thirdly, the difference in international positions is also an important factor to 

influence Asian security cooperation. Besides super powers and large countries 

such as Japan, China and India, the region is also home to smaller countries such 

as Brunei, Nepal, Bhutan, the Maldives, etc. 

 
Economically speaking, apart from a superpower like Japan, there are NICs, NIEs 

and less–developed countries in South Asia, Central Asia and Southeast Asia. The 

level of power difference is too large to create strata in international relations in 

Asia. Differences in international status lead to differences in international 

viewpoints, security awareness and external interests. This is the reason for the 

danger of imposing by big countries and suspicion by small countries, threatening 

the principle of equality in cooperation. Although theoretically this difference is 
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not of decisive importance to cooperation, as in the case of the EU and NAFTA, in 

Asia this difference has, in fact, a remarkable influence. 

 
Fourthly, in Asia there is potential for disputes and conflicts arising from long-

lasting historic, cultural, national, racial and religious factors further complicated 

by border, territory and sea disputes between countries. Among these are the 

problem of the East Sea, East Timor, Aceh, Kashmir, West China and the issue of 

the Karen people between Thailand and Myanmar. Solving these problems is not 

easy and needs time and appropriate solutions, which cannot be imposed. 

 
The characteristics of the current Asian security cooperation 

 
In order to have a suitable approach to security cooperation in Asia, it is 

necessary to clarify the characteristics of this cooperation in the continent. The 

process of cooperation in Asia in general and security cooperation in particular 

has so far had two great distinguishing features: non-institutionalism and Asian 

characteristics. Asian localism came into being as a result of a vigorous wave in 

the region in recent decades. It has been described as ‘a flock of cranes’, 

beginning in Japan, following in various NICs and ending in ASEAN and China. 

 
East Asia has thus not only become the world’s fastest developing area, but also 

an area of strong economic connection. However, economic connection in Asia did 

not lead to the formation of cooperative structures as economic connection did in 

Europe. The reason is that Asia has its own style of cooperation; this continent is 

also too diverse in political structure, history and culture, with an added degree of 

complexity as a result of many years of colonial rule. As a result, there has not 

been any cooperative structure for the whole of Asia – the East Asia Economic 

Caucus (EAEC) proposed by Malaysia did not become a reality. APEC on the whole 

is the cooperative mechanism between East Asia and America; ASEAN is the 

cooperative mechanism for Southeast Asia, and SAARC is the cooperative 

mechanism for South Asia. 

 
At the same time, these cooperative mechanisms are not closely or even loosely 

connected. The case of ASEAN is a remarkable example. Although it came into 

being nearly four decades ago, the cooperative mechanism of ASEAN is far below 

the standard of the EU. 

 

In 1967, a number of ASEAN founding countries intended to copy the model of 

the European Community to build a cooperative mechanism for Southeast Asia. 

That is why the Bangkok Declaration (1967) considered economic cooperation as 
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the main objective of ASEAN. During the Cold War, however, ASEAN concentrated 

on political cooperation, especially in the resolution of conflicts between member 

countries, and cooperated in external policies. ASEAN at that time also tried to 

cooperate in industry and commerce, but with less success. 

  
After the Cold War, ASEAN resumed its efforts in economic cooperation by 

founding the ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA). But because of its limitations in 

internal markets, AFTA is not very effective. The most remarkable success of 

ASEAN has been cooperation through dialogues with developed countries.1 

 
ASEAN is much less institutionalised than the EU. The cooperative mechanism of 

ASEAN has clear co-government characteristics, not any factors of 

supranationalism. According to the Bangkok Declaration, the highest decision-

making organ of ASEAN is the annual meeting of ministers of foreign affairs 

(AMM), responsible for cooperation activities, formulating of policies, considering 

and approving decisions and proposals for the committees listed below.  

 
The first ASEAN meeting (1976) implemented some changes in constitution, 

through which there came into being another minister-level meeting – the 

Economic Ministers’ Meeting (AEM), which included meetings of ministers of other 

branches such as labour, education, communication, energy and environment. 

From 1992 onwards, ASEAN decided to organize ASEAN summit meetings every 

three years, with unofficial summit meetings that may take place in-between. The 

Secretariat of ASEAN came into being in 1972, with a staff of about 100: only a 

small proportion in comparison with the administrative structure of 15,000 in the 

then European Community. Therefore the ASEAN Secretariat at first only acted as 

a ‘letterbox’ among member countries. The fourth ASEAN summit meeting (1992) 

assigned the ASEAN secretary committee with functions such as initiating, 

consulting and advising ASEAN policies and activity plans, but in fact its role is 

still limited. 

 
During the 1990s, ASEAN gave birth to a new formula for discussing security 

problems through the 1992 Post-Ministerial Conference (PMC), which immediately 

follows the ASEAN Annual Ministerial Meeting. However, the PMC is only a place 

for dialogues between ASEAN countries taking part in the Association. It therefore 

lacks the participation of some other important partners in regional security, 

namely China, Vietnam and Russia. That has limited the significance and results 

of the PMC. 

                                                
1 Thanat Khomam, “ ASEAN Conception and Evolution” in The ASEAN Reader, edited by K.S.Sandu et 
al. (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1992), XIII, XXII 
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As a result, in 1993 ASEAN established the ASEAN Regional Forum(ARF). So far, 

the ARF has had 14 meeting sessions (1994-2007), which showed the great 

efforts of ASEAN in security and political cooperation.  

 
Right from the outset, in ARF-1, the partners accepted the objective and 

principles of the Bali Agreement as the principle of relation between nations and 

as a means to build confidence, preventive diplomacy, political cooperation and 

regional security. However, because of the varied interests and aspects of 

historical and cultural development of its member countries, the ARF has no fewer 

obstacles and complications that limit or minimize the significance of the 

agreements the Forum has achieved. Because of different interests, the viewpoint 

on security of each ARF member is also different. Moreover, the participation of 

big countries in the discussion on regional security causes certain disadvantages 

for ASEAN. In the particular case of problems concerning directly the interests of 

superpowers, ASEAN is the subject of increased press coverage, facing difficulties 

in solving region-specific problems. This is one obstacle for ASEAN on the way to 

implementing security and political cooperation. 

 

The second important characteristic of Asian security cooperation is the strong 

influence of Asian cultural factors in the approach to cooperation problems. 

Asian cultural criteria form the fundamental factors of the ‘Asian Manner’, that is, 

the way Asian countries carry out cooperation. This manner has its origins in the 

cultures and politics of Asia, where negotiations and decisions are usually made 

with the concern to ‘save face’ and maintain reconciliatory relations among 

country members participating in a cooperative mechanism. This approach is built 

on the basis of characteristic thoughts and Asian criteria, usually determining 

interaction among people in Asia. 

 
In contrast to interaction in Europe, Asian countries emphasise informal 

agreement, flexibility, harmony, avoiding tension in negotiations, hostility and 

causing the partners to lose face.2 

 

The above-mentioned way of interacting in Asia clearly has great influence on the 

process of APEC. While the Western World wants institutionalism and an increase 

in APEC commercial liberalization, Asian countries do not want institutionalism 

and emphasis on APEC commercial liberalization but instead view it as a process 

                                                
2 Pushpa Thambapilliai, “Negotiating Styles” in The ASEAN Reader (Singapore: Institute of Southeast 
Asian Studies, 1992): 72- 75. 
 




