Responding to the Global Financial crisis: 
Can ASEAN get its act together? 

By: Christopher Ng, UNI Apro Regional Secretary
How well is ASEAN managing the global financial crisis?  What, in the first place, is the ASEAN’s response to the global crisis?
There are no easy answers to these questions.  ASEAN, normally voluble about its regional economic integration projects, has not come up with any clear pronouncements on the crisis.  In fact, it has not unveiled any concrete regional programs aimed at cushioning the impact of the global recession on the region.   
The only announcement of substance that we have seen is the so-called increase in the capitalization of the Chiang Mai Initiative, from US$80 billion to US$120 billion.   On paper, this is a laudable project because the Chiang Mai Initiative is a buffer fund, meant to give ASEAN member countries a safety valve when confronted with a grave balance of payments deficit.   
A member country suffering from a serious speculative attack on its currency can always run to this fund for help, through an envisioned system of currency swaps. There was no such facility in 1997-98 when the Asian financial contagion devastated Thailand, Indonesia, Malaysia and the Philippines.
However, this Initiative is untested. The Initiative, originally launched in Chiang Mai, still has no clear operational guidelines.  The Initiative itself was conceived by a non-ASEAN, by Japan, in the aftermath of the 1997-98 Asian financial crisis.  
And most of the contributions will be coming from the non-ASEAN partner countries – 32 per cent each from Japan and China, 16 per cent from Korea and 20 per cent from the ten ASEAN countries.  As it is, these contributions are still paper pledges.  
Outside this Chiang Mai Initiative, we have also heard troubling news about ASEAN.

First, the ASEAN Summit in Pattaya April of this year was unceremoniously cancelled due to the conflict between the reds and the yellows in Thailand, the current chair of the ASEAN grouping.   Burned twice (that is, having failed to push through with the hosting of a major ASEAN gathering in December last year and in April this year), Thailand understandably keeps re-setting the date for the resumption of the Summit, whose main agenda is to deepen the cooperation programs with the ASEAN’s “Dialogue Partners” – the original Plus 3 countries of Japan, China and Korea, and the new Plus 3 countries of Australia, New Zealand and India.   
Given the fact that most of the ASEAN integration projects are funded through the ASEAN Plus 3 Plus 3 arrangements, the uncertainty as to when the Summit will take place is understandably giving the ASEAN Secretariat the goose pimples.  
This uncertainty is further heightened by proposals for new or alternative regional formations. Australia, for example, is calling for the formation of an Asia-Pacific Community.  
Indonesia’s think tank, the Institute for Strategic Studies, has also produced a paper with a similar proposal, bluntly stating that ASEAN is failing to meet its political-cultural integration program because of the stark political differences among the ten ASEAN countries.  

Another troubling development for ASEAN is the controversial decision of the military leaders of Myanmar to try – again! – Aung San Suu Kyi based on trumped-up charges.   This trial is truly embarrassing for ASEAN, for it shows the incapacity of ASEAN to enforce human rights standards in the region, as envisioned and provided for under the newly-minted ASEAN Charter.  
Is ASEAN then a toothless tiger? 
Let me hasten to counsel caution.  We cannot afford to make a rash judgment on ASEAN.   
The truth is that the ASEAN reality is much more complicated.  Although now turning 42 this year, ASEAN has integration processes that have come into life only in the last two decades. Remember that the first two decades of ASEAN were uneventful, for they were devoted mainly to the ceremonial gatherings of the leaders of the five anti-Communist countries in Southeast Asia, namely – Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore and Thailand.  

Yes, we have great reservations and numerous criticisms about the nature, design and scope of the various ASEAN integration projects underway such as the AFTA-CEPT program within the ASEAN and the ASEAN regional and bilateral free trade talks with the various non-ASEAN countries. Most of these projects are neo-liberal in character and are a mirror of the IMF-World Bank-WTO programs at the global level.  These are the given realities.  
At the same time, however, it can not be denied that these integration projects are changing, whether we like it or not, the direction of life for everyone living in the region, for better or for worse. For example, the ASEAN visa, the ASEAN aviation liberalization program and the tangle of ASEAN socio-cultural-economic programs have made travel, interaction and intra-regional migration by professionals, skilled workers, bureaucrats, academics and, yes, trade unionists and CSO activists within the region not only easy but also a commonplace or everyday affair.  A people-to-people ASEAN interaction is indeed taking place somehow.   
We recognize that as trade unionists, workers and citizens of ASEAN, we have a responsibility to contribute to the building of a caring and sharing ASEAN community.  
We believe that the process of regional economic integration being undertaken by ASEAN has the potential to provide ASEAN member countries with competitive advantages in this age of globalization by spurring economic growth, providing greater job opportunities and promoting overall socio-economic development in the region.  
However, we are seriously concerned that this laudable goal is being undermined by a lack of attention and understanding of the critical importance of social protection, social justice, and international core labour standards that must accompany this rapid economic integration.

Indeed, the greatest challenge facing us in ASEAN is to put the interests and well-being of the working people in the ten ASEAN countries at the top of the regional integration agenda. We want closer linkages between and among the ten ASEAN countries.  However, we also want the integration process to be not only inclusive but also truly beneficial and equitable for those who constitute the majority of ASEAN society.

This is the main reason why we organized the ASEAN Service Employee Trade Union Council or ASETUC.  We want to help shape Social ASEAN – an ASEAN that respects the workers’ core labor rights, including those of the migrants, and an ASEAN that promotes a genuine caring and sharing among the different segments of the ASEAN society.  
We want the ASEAN business community to observe true corporate social responsibility not only by abiding with the universal labor standards but also by conducting social dialogue with the ASEAN Trade Unions and other stakeholders in the communities hosting them.
In this context, it is our hope that ASEAN can come up with people-oriented responses to the present global crisis.  In the l997-98 Asian financial crisis, we have seen how ASEAN was caught with its pants down.  Large hedge funds and speculators entered and left the currency, stock and real estate markets of ASEAN countries with impunity and with incalculable damages to society and yet were not punished for such actions.  
The IMF even aggravated the socio-economic situation in countries such as Indonesia and Thailand by imposing their harsh austerity measures instead of the expansionary measures that the United States and other OECD countries are ironically now doing.   It was only Malaysia which was able to confront the global speculators decisively when it imposed regulatory measures on the movement of speculative capital.  
We do not want a repeat of the mistakes of the l997-98 Asian financial crisis. 
This is why we want the trade unions and CSOs to intensify their engagement with the ASEAN on the crisis and on the way out.  This engagement, coincidentally, is taking place at a special juncture of history, when neo-liberalism, once considered sacrosanct, is now widely denounced as the root cause of the global crisis.  
The problem is that while Prime Minister Gordon Brown and others keep saying that the Washington Consensus is dead, their proposals on the ground such as strengthening the IMF, World Bank and the ADB are still neo-liberal in character.  
In the ASEAN, there is simply silence on the issue of neo-liberalism.  This is why I urge trade unions and CSOs to be a lot bolder on the policy sphere.
In this regard, we, at ASETUC and UNI Apro, are proposing the following:

First, Let us ask ASEAN and the ASEAN governments for a review of the varied ASEAN economic liberalization schemes and seek for their adjustments, if needed.   This is also the proposal of international CSOs and the global trade unions in the case of the WTO.  
For the truth is that the global crisis is an occasion for re-thinking liberalization programs which ignore or do not cohere with the social and labor welfare goals of society.   This is the time to reiterate the call for globalization with a human face.   This is the time to reiterate the call for ASEAN with a human face.
Secondly, Let us ask ASEAN and the ASEAN governments, together with the ASEAN employers, to keep the ASEAN jobs intact.   This can be done by the employers through a variety of creative approaches such as using the crisis as an opportunity to conduct intensive training, or to hold labor-management dialogues on business and job survival measures.  
For the governments, this can be done through greater stimulus spending and policies supportive of domestic consumption programs. Obviously, it will also require measures to improve workers’ wages to be negotiated by trade unions and employers in an effective and meaningful collective bargaining process. 
Thirdly, Let us ask ASEAN and the ASEAN governments to put in place the necessary safety nets.   In this connection, the ASEAN should be able to hold immediately programs on useful exchanges on good experiences on safety nets programs and practices within the ASEAN and even outside.   
In the l997-98 crisis, ASEAN focused on safety nets such as skills training only after the crisis, that is when the damage was already done.  Today, with the crisis of the real economy projected to last much longer (despite the moderate revival of the global stock markets), safety nets such as unemployment insurance, training with living allowance and so on are urgent and their development can not be postponed.

 Fourthly, Let us ask ASEAN and the ASEAN governments to revisit the prudential rules on banking and the financial sector. As it is, ASEAN is experiencing an outflow of capital from the region.   We want financial stability.  
Fifthly and finally, Let us ask ASEAN and the ASEAN governments to sit down with the trade unions and CSOs on how we can survive the crisis together, recover from the crisis together and move forward together.  After all, ASEAN is supposed to be a collective enterprise of the ASEAN people.  It is also only in the process of dialogue that we can really identify and implement practical and doable anti-crisis response programs.
Building a people-centred ASEAN requires the whole-hearted participation of all sectors of ASEAN civil society.  As trade unionists, we commit ourselves to promote deeper and closer unity among the trade unions and civil society organizations in the region.  
We will continue to systematically engage with ASEAN-based community based organizations, NGOs, academics and environmentalists to ensure that a unified agenda is developed to support full consideration by ASEAN of concerns related to migration, human and trade union rights, decent work, food security and environment as the ASEAN integration agenda moves forward.

We recognize that our success in achieving a vision of ASEAN with the concerns of workers and their families at its core will require greater unity among trade unionists behind this vision. 
To build this unity, we are committed to undertaking a comprehensive program of education, awareness building, and technical training for our members and social partners on all aspects of ASEAN and its regional economic integration plans.

To conclude, ASEAN at 42 should be an ASEAN on a social mission, building a truly caring, sharing and people-centered regional grouping. With the solidarity and combined efforts of the trade unions and civil society organizations in the region, we can make all this happen.  
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